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Belly of the Beast
 
            Tane Kyleson lifted the glowing length of steel and eyed it critically. The blade was almost the right color for the final ritual to give the sword life and a good temper. The barrel of blessed bear’s blood sat to his left, with his father beside it watching him and the blade with a critical eye. 
            “Steady, boy,” Kyle said. A little pride crept into his stern face. “Patience.”
            It felt good to see the pleasure in his father’s face. Kyle Raymondson was the greatest swordsmith in the region, swordsmith to princes, dukes, and barons. And Tane had to admit, the blade in his gloved hand was the finest he had ever made. 
            A hero’s sword, for certain, he thought.
            It was a regular enough looking sword, nothing ornate like the nobility wore, but had a double fuller instead of a single. And if he ever decided to sell it, Tane could dress it up with a fancy hilt. 
            “And there it is!” 
            The color of the blade was perfect. Without hesitation Tane thrust the glowing sword all the way into the deep red bear’s blood, until his arm was immersed halfway to the elbow.
            Tane named the blade, “Bearclaw!”
            The blood hissed and boiled, foul smelling steam erupting up into Tane’s face. The whole shop suddenly reeked of cooking bear’s blood. The blood quickly rose in temperature as it cooled the precious blade at just the right speed, while he listened intently for that telltale ting that said a blade cracked during the quench. 
            Nothing, until the very blood began to glow. Tane felt hot and cold flow up his arm. He almost released the blade.
            “Something wrong?” his father asked.
            Tane pulled the blade out and laid it across the shop’s small altar to Kamain, God of the Forge and Smiths. It remained perfectly straight and unblemished. 
            “No. I just…” he said. “It was nothing. My mind wandered for a second.”
            His father leaned over to look at the sword. “It’s a beautiful blade.”
            “Thank you. I worked so hard on it.”
            A big grin spread across Tane’s face. I did it!

            Quickly removing the heavy, blood-soaked glove and wiping his bloody hands on a waiting towel to clean his fingers, Tane began drawing the Leltic runes of victory, bravery, and strength in the blood along one side of the blade while chanting the required prayer. Then flipping it over, he used a clean finger to write the sword’s name on the other side.
            “A good name, Tane,” Kyle said. “I, too, named my Master Blade after Kamain.”
            The bear was sacred to the God of the Forge and Smiths, and was His animal manifestation. 
            A noble beast, Tane thought with a smile of pride, And my Master Sword is just as noble.
            Reverently carrying the blood-dripping blade over to the forge, Tane placed it in a wrought iron stand over the fire. The qualities inscribed in the blood would be imbedded within the steel once the sacred bear’s blood dried. Then Tane would clean, polish, and test the blade. 
            “Thank you, Kamain, for guiding my hand and blessing my work,” Tane said, bowing to first the small altar, then the sword. Finally, he grinned at his father, “And I finished just in time for dinner, if my stomach and nose are any judge.”
            Kyle took a deep breath, smiling contentedly, “Smells like roast pork. By Kamain’s Hammer, I swear that woman can cook! And your uncle said I was crazy to marry a wild forest born Lelt! His civilized wife makes him do the cooking!”
            “I haven’t heard him complaining much,” Tane said, grinning just as fiercely as his father. “To hear him tell it, he doesn’t let her cook.”
            “Ha! No wonder,” Kyle laughed. “I ate her cooking once. I was sick for a week. She can’t boil water without detailed instructions. And adult supervision.”
            Tane chuckled as he stripped off his leathern apron before the rain barrel and began washing the blood, sweat and grime off his face, arms and bare upper body. Like his father, he had short-cropped brown hair and blue eyes, and the stout body and musculature of a long line of smiths. At six feet, he was a six inches shorter than his Jarlander father. His father’s side of the family always clicked their tongues woefully and lamented on how his “dwarfish” stature came from his Leltic mother’s blood. Then everyone would grin and wink at her.
            His mother gave him his pug nose and right to bear the sacred tattoos of her tribe and clan. Tane had already earned all he was allowed. Blue geometric tattoos encircled both wrists and the upper arms halfway up from the elbow to make him strong and brave. A vertical bar of intricate, interlaced geometric designs and oak leaves ran the length of his spine to give him the strength and pride of the mighty oak, with a final circle of the same design tattooed on his chest to protect his heart from demons. He was not a warrior, so was denied facial tattooed by Tribal custom.
            “Do you think the sword will be enough to gain me a place in the Royal Smithy?” Tane said as he cleaned up.
            There were rumors of war, and the king had even called for all the village levies to begin training in earnest. Tane saw it as his big chance. If he could join the Royal Smithy as a swordsmith for the king, he would gain both status and wealth. Status, for only the finest smiths were employed by the Royal Smithy, and wealth because the king paid in good gold by the sword produced. If the war lasted long enough, he would have the reputation and means to set up a forge anywhere he wanted.
            “If you can avoid the army,” Kyle said, frowning.
            Tane nodded sagely. His father had been “inducted” into the army to produce swords in his youth. He received soldiers pay, and bad rations. He spent half his time welding together broken blades after battles. The latter had been the worst part, for he knew the poor souls who were issued those defective blades were as good as dead.
            “I’ll be careful,” Tane said, remembering the disturbing dreams he had recently endured.
            In the previous night’s dream, nightmare really, he was slaving over an impossibly hot forge, on the most splendid blade he could imagine. Only a Royal Smithy could produce such swords, and only for the highest nobles and generals, so he knew where he had to go. But there was an oppressive presence hovering near, threatening blackest death and despair. The blackness was closing in, closer and closer as he worked more and more frantically. Somehow, he just knew he had to finish that particular sword before.... And that’s where he always woke; never knowing what was threatening him. Tane believed it was a sign from Kamain that he was needed in the war, so he was going to the city of Kestsax to serve King Borric.
            “Ashtar strike me down if that isn’t the handsomest man I ever did see!” Aunt Mercia cried as she and Uncle Calvan came in off the street, trailed by their six towheaded daughters. She stumped over to Tane on her peg leg and gave him a fierce hug. “And just the way I like my men, half-naked!”
            Tane blushed bright, casting quick eyes back toward the door into the house. His mother never approved of Aunt Mercia’s loud and brazen ways, even though everyone knew the ex-warrior was harmless, and intensely loyal to her beloved husband.
            Uncle Calvan had met and fallen in love with the friendly, golden-haired Amazon while serving as a mercenary with her in the western Jarlands. They had campaigned together for five years before Mercia lost her left leg at the knee, ending her soldiering days forever. Once Calvan finished his contract, he and Mercia returned to his home village. He bought out the village farrier and he and Mercia made a life for themselves.
            “Auntie, you’re looking good today,” Tane said. Then he looked at her in mock shock, “Auntie Mercia, where’s your sword? Who is going to protect your helpless daughters from all those graspy men?”
            The younger four girls giggled, but the two eldest gave Tane stern looks of defiance. Jessica, the eldest, and just two years Tane’s junior, even jutted out her jaw challengingly.
            “We can fend for ourselves, cousin,” Jessy declared, bright green eyes flashing. “We’re warrior-born.”
            “And I hear you are as fierce as a cornered boar, Jessy,” Tane said, winking.
            “Jessy whipped the miller’s son yester-eve,” the youngest declared proudly.
            “I heard,” Tane said, struggling to keep his smile. Jessy wouldn’t be the least bit flattered if she knew how close he came to going over and stomping on that bastard himself. The nerve of Deke asking Jessy to do that! “I also heard that old man Heddwyn wanted your Pa to horse whip Jessy for it.”
            “Pa laughed,” Jessy said, grinning at the memory.
            “Man can’t fend for himself, it’s pretty pathetic to expect others to do it for him,” Calvan said. “Besides, Jessy wasn’t the one I would’ve horse-whipped.”
            “Oh, Pa,” Jessy said, rolling her eyes, but grinning all the while. She looked at Tane smugly, saying, “Ma’s been teaching me sword and spear, and how to ride war horses.”
            “Yeah? Well, if you keep looking at me like that, I’ll teach you humility,” Tane said, causing the assembled adults to break up laughing.
            Jessy just simmered.
            “Now don’t you be talking so disrespectfully to a lady,” Tane’s mother said from the door, a tiny smile threatening to steal away her stern look.
            “Oh, Aunt Mattie,” Jessy breathed dramatically.
            Tane hugged Jessy, and then turned her toward the door. She gave him a quick peck on the cheek and led the way into the house. Everyone quickly filed in and took their usual place at the long oaken table. Kyle and Mattie’s family was on the north side, with Calvan and Mercia’s family on the south. The adults sat in the middle of their children, to better serve the little ones, while as the eldest children Tane and Jessy sat at the ends.
            Joseph, Tane’s younger brother by two years, sat between him and their father. Ten year old Kandy sat between her parents, while five year old Oscar sat on the other side of their mother and refused to eat a thing. Seeing his father had his hands full with Kandy, who was playing some childish word game with her cousin Sara across the table and didn’t want to eat any more than Oscar, Tane watched them wistfully. Until that moment, he never believed he’d miss such mayhem.
            “I should be the one going to Kestsax tomorrow,” Jessy declared down the table. “I’m the warrior, after all. But Ma and Pa won’t sign for me to join the army. Ain’t fair. I’ll be sixteen next month, and got my full growth. I’m a grown woman.”
            “You’re still a child, so shut up and eat your peas,” Mercia said, then shuttered. “I was sixteen when I joined the Amazon Imperial Army, and quickly came to wish my Ma and Pa had refused to sign for me. Armies are not nice places for young girls to be.”
            “Ain’t going to matter much,” Jessy said. “War’s coming to us. That’s what I heard in the village green today. So I’ll just fight here with the levy, instead of with the Royal Army where I could do the most good.”
            “Who said the war was coming here?” Tane said.
            “Merchants. Said the roads south of here are full of refugees,” she said. “Word is they’re hounded by zombie monsters and undead fiends.” 
            Memories of his nightmare returned, filling his head for a long moment.
            “Bah! Rumors, that’s all,” Calvan said, dismissing it all with a wave of the hand. “Every war I ever fought in had rumors like that. They always seemed to have some evil wizards and such going around and bespelling nice folks like us, or raising the dead, to make them do terrible things. Never happened in all my years of campaigning, not even once.”
            “That’s right,” Mercia said. “When we finally came face to face with the enemy on the field, they were just folks like us. They all died real good, too.”
            “I don’t know,” Jessy said, voice dropping to a whisper. “Those men seemed awful spooked, and they were Tyrians, too.”
            Everyone stopped eating, staring at her in surprise. Tyrians never got spooked. They were utterly fearless, or so Tane had always heard. Then he recalled his dream, of the soul-numbing feeling of doom and despair slowly descending upon him as he worked frantically to finish his swords.
            When Tane glanced up, he saw his mother staring worriedly at him. She didn’t want him to go, had argued against it from the beginning. She was afraid for his safety, fearing she’d never see him again. Tane had dismissed it as typical mother-worry. Now he wasn’t so sure.
            “Well, if there really is an army on the march, and heading our way, then the king will need a good swordsmith,” Tane said, trying to sound cheerful. 
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 2
 
            Bracklin was still sleeping when Tane stepped out of the only home he had ever known. The two-story half-timbered house was the only one lit at that early hour, with the houses crowded in to either side and across the street eerily dark and quiet. Only a lone wolf in the distance broke the silence of the pre-dawn.
            Tane wore new-made trousers and tunic of good cotton, with a thick woolen cloak draped over his thick shoulders. He wore the hunting boots Uncle Calvan had given him on his last birthday. The night air was unusually brisk for early autumn. It looked to be an especially rough winter.
            His sword, Bearclaw, rested in its scabbard on his left hip. Tane was still getting used to the weight and feel of it. Smiths didn’t carry swords, not even swordsmiths. It felt strange, though vaguely comforting.
            Tane lovingly caressed Bearclaw’s bright steel pommel. He had stayed up late finishing up sharpening and polishing the blade. The neighbors would probably have a few curt words for his father later this morning about all the noise they made testing it. He felt guilty, it being past midnight and all before the sword was finally ready for the test. But Bearclaw didn’t break, and polished up brilliantly.
            “Wait’ll they see what I can do,” he muttered with a grin. “Master Tane of the Royal Smithy sounds pretty good, and oh so right, to my ears.”
            “And mine, too,” his mother said, startling him.
            “Ma! You scared ten years off me,” he cried. “Pa’s right. We need to put a bell around your ankle, or something. Always going around sneaking up on folks.”
            “Be careful, Tane,” she said, for once not rising to the bait. “I’ll miss you.”
            Oh, Kamain, save me, he thought. She’s going to start crying again.
            “Don’t worry, Ma,” he said, stroking her back. “We both know swordsmiths are too valuable to risk. I’ll stay safe and sound back in Kestsax while the army goes out and smashes the invaders. Please don’t worry.”
            She nodded teary-eyed. “Now you be careful of those nasty city girls. They are wanton, and only want to steal your hard-earned pay. Totally amoral, I tell you. They’ll break your heart, and laugh at your tears.”
            “Oh, Ma. Please, I’m a grown man.”
            Tane sighed wearily. He had been hearing that same speech every day since announcing his intentions of going to Kestsax to serve the king.
            “I’ll be too busy at the Royal Smithy to worry about women,” Tane said. “Besides, what would a wild and wicked city woman want with a simple backwoods smith like me?”
            “I shutter to think,” she said, squeezing her eyes closed. “I’m sorry, Tane. I know I’m acting crazy. You are a good man, and will do the right thing.”
            “She’s just afraid for you, son,” Kyle said, stepping out to join them. “And so am I. If the army doesn’t stop the invaders, then that’ll mean a siege. Sieges are terrible ordeals.”
            “I’ll be careful,” Tane said.
            He shouldered his pack and took up his walking stick. It would be a two day walk to Kestsax. He had more than enough coin for lodgings and food, and two sets of spare clothes. Some of the daggers, knives, and even some ornate brass sword hilts he had crafted over the years were being taken in case Bearclaw wasn’t enough to prove his skill to the Royal Smithy’s Master Smith.
            “I’ll write soon as I get settled in,” he promised, hugging his mother good-bye.
            “You just remember what I told you about city girls,” Mattie scolded playfully. “Stay safe, and earn your forge price, and we’ll see about finding you a nice Leltic girl in a nearby village.”
            Tane kissed his mother’s teary cheek, and clasped his father’s callused hand, then turned north toward Kestsax. Despite heading toward an uncertain future, he found a bounce in his step and a growing anticipation in his breast.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 3
 
            The walls of Treversax crumbled to dust as the sun set behind thick cloud-cover. Dakar smiled, lowering His hands from the display of divine power as a wail of despair rose up from the doomed Leltic city of wattle and thatch.
            The God stood atop a barren hilltop. His foes on the city walls had a good view of his otherworldly glory. Dakar stood ten feet tall, a bestial vision of horror, halfway between a black-furred satyr and a big hairy bug. His black horns grew back and curved, with sharp talons at the end of thick fingers. He well understood he was a vision out of nightmare for humans.
            “You have shattered their will to fight, Divine Master,” High Priest Mogens said, grinning wolfishly as their magically enslaved host poured over the remnants of Treversax’s defenses. The huge blonde Thanir brigand was one of the first humans Dakar had encountered, and the fiercest fighter, too. And his domineering presence had a cowing effect upon other men that Dakar had used to good measure. “Your divine dominion spreads unchecked. Soon, You will be the only God!”
            Dakar’s hands curled tightly into fists at the thought. Finally, He, and He alone, would rule this pathetic world! He would not have to share power with His fellows. And those haughty Arisen would grovel at His feet, His immortal slaves for all eternity. But for now He had to be cautious. He knew only too well that certain factions of the Arisens were trying to use His appearance to secure greater power for Themselves, and that was the only thing keeping the Arisen Gods from attacking with all Their considerable fury.
            Play your petty games of power, He thought, His smile growing wider and crueler. Give me the time I need, and I’ll see that all of you get what you deserve!
            Aloud, He commanded, “Attend me, High Priest!”
            At ten feet tall, Dakar’s stride ate up ground at a remarkable rate. Few could pace the God with the ease that Mogens did, for the High Priest stood a good seven feet himself. His stature, along with his fierce, deep-seated hatred for everyone and the world they lived upon, made him the perfect High Priest for the conquest of a world. 
            “The greatest temple in the city is dedicated to Kamain, Divine Master,” High Priest Mogens said as they marched over the dead and dying littering the ground. “The temple is in the center of the city, across from the king’s castle. Am I correct in assuming that You will take that temple as your home here in Treversax?”
            “You are,” He said. “Have it prepared for My arrival. I will survey the city while the temple is consecrated to Me. Send what priests you need.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 4
 
            Nizar al-Sayyid snarled at the wild press about him. The fools! There was nowhere to run, nowhere to hide. He was a thief, and understood that only too well. Never in his thirty-two years had he found himself in such a hopeless situation. And it looked as if he’d never have a chance to find himself in any situation after tonight was over.
            I was a fool to leave the desert! he cried in silent rage.
            Nizar hated the southern forest lands, and their Leltic masters. True, they were far easier to steal from than his native Tamerans. Compared to Tamerans and other desert folk, Lelts were childlike in their trust of everyone. He was growing rich in his late night, stealthy plunder of the city’s nobles and merchants.
            I should’ve left yesterday, he thought. But no, I knew I had one more day to steal and loot these fools. Taliope, why have you deserted me!
            The Goddess of Chance had nothing to say.
            Ducking into a dark alley, he leaned against a wall and rested as he watched the terrified citizenry hurry past on the street. His dark clothes, mostly dark blues and greens, complete with turban and veil, were heavily laden with his looted gold and silver, all sewn into the garments for safekeeping from other greedy hands.
            “Gods, the indignity of dying in such a foul place,” he snarled. He shivered, as much from the chill of the air as the situation. Never had he felt such cold. And the southern sun was colder than in his equatorial homeland, so even in the heat of summer it was too cold. “I should have known such a cold, dim land was cursed.”
            The worst part, by dying he would never achieve his ultimate goal, his destiny. He would never be able to put his arrogant half-brothers in their place, preferably deep in his dungeons and under the pitiless care of the royal torturers. He would never be able to repay his father, Sultan Asafu, for refusing to acknowledge Nizar as a cherished son and heir, naming him bastard instead.
            The shame and betrayal still tormented Nizar. It had eventually killed his mother, for the Sultan’s refusal had branded her a harlot. Her family had disowned her for “her” indiscretion, casting her out for the human wolves to prey upon. She was forced into prostitution to support herself and her son, adding another shame for him to bear. Nizar had grown up to join the pack, more out of self-preservation than any love of it or its membership.
            The Tameran royal family had so much to pay for, and the Gods were determined to see to it he never had the chance to exact that payment. It was the bitterest betrayal of all, for all he had left was his faith in the Gods and his destiny. That faith now lay in ashes.
            “What is that?” he cried, staring up and around with big eyes.
            The night-shrouded alley grew suddenly darker. The screams of the street intensified. What people he could see seemed more frantic. Other men and women chased and caught them, dragging them to small clumps of prisoners. Their cries to the Gods went unanswered as grey-robed priests cast about with foul magicks, bringing all they touched to an eerie silence, making Nizar’s hackles rise. None were spared, not even the smallest of children.
            A man turned into the alley. Nizar turned to run, only to find three more shadowy shapes coming his way from the other direction. 
            Trapped!
            The building he had leaned against was dressed stone. Impossible for him to climb. But the opposite structure was a crumbling wattle and daub inn. With a little luck...
            “Taliope, save me!” Nizar cried, launching himself at the inn.
            Leaping high, he caught hold of one of the thick oaken cross-members. Fingers clawed and scraped for purchase, barely hanging on. He ignored the pain of torn nails and tortured skin, intent only on escape. The men chasing him watched dumbly, silently, as if they didn’t care one way or another if he escaped.
            “My greed is going to kill me yet,” he grumbled as he clawed his way to the thatch roof. The weight of his loot was almost too much for him to carry, but he despised the thought of escaping without it. And it would be so simple to shed the robes of a desert nomad, now so heavily-laden with loot. Then he turned a wry grin to the silent heavens as he reached the steep roof, “At least I’ll die rich, if not powerful. More than my dear half-brothers thought possible.”
            A glance downward showed a score or more of the invaders had joined the men looking up at him. Strangely, he felt a bit embarrassed to be the center of attention, and such unwanted attention, too. A thief’s life depended more on his ability to stay unnoticed than any innate skill at larceny. Deep down, his ego saw it as a last insult, another failure he had no power over.
            Then the God arrived.
            That ended all thoughts of personal shame and failure. Never had Nizar seen such a creature. Never had he dreamed such a monster could exist.
            Dakar looked more beast than man. Towering a good head and half above the crowd, the God was covered with thick, black fur. He had the lower body of a goat, and long ram horns framing his fierce black face.
            “Glorious,” Nizar hissed, unable to tear his eyes away. Dakar’s aura of unholy menace swept over him, staggered him and threatening to dislodge him from his perch. “Such power! A God indeed!”
            His shout caught the attention of Dakar. Bright, burning red eyes turned up to him. Nizar felt giddy. A part of him cried out to run, but awe left him rooted in place. A God. A real God. Never had he dreamed of ever seeing a true God.
            A tall man attended Dakar, wearing plain gray robes and carrying an ornate walking stick with runes carved all over it. Though hooded, he saw a long blonde beard and a thick blonde mustache. The eyes that turned to regard him were as cold and blue as the winter sky. 
            A snarl suddenly claimed the God’s face. Nizar panicked. He couldn’t let this happen. He couldn’t allow himself to die.
            “My God!” Nizar called. “You are truly glorious to look upon! I beg You, allow me to serve You!”
            “Serve me?” Dakar said, bemusement in his voice. “What do you have that I can’t just take?” 
            “My free will,” Nizar said, waving a hand at the lifeless figures of Dakar’s army and prisoners. “And all my skills to do Your divine will.”
            “A desperate man, Divine Master,” the priest said contemptuously. His suddenly fierce eyes bore into Nizar with undisguised scorn. “Forget him. I will have his tongue ripped out for daring to address You unbidden.”
            Nizar felt all hope crushed. The big man was obviously someone of import to the God, and almost as frightening to look upon. 
            “And what skills do you offer?” Dakar asked.
            Nizar felt a thrill rush through his body. The God was considering his offer! He might survive after all. And if he did live, could he find some way to visit ruin upon his own father and half-brothers? Might he gain the throne of Tamera for himself?
            “I am prince-born, Great One! I would serve you well in the conquest You seek,” he said. “I know people, above all else. My knowledge of the lands north of here alone is worth ten thousand slaves.”
            Dakar was silent a long moment, studying him in ways Nizar could only guess at. Could the God read his thoughts? Did He know what Nizar wanted above all else? Did Dakar care what some mortal wanted, or needed? But more importantly, what did Dakar need that Nizar could supply?
            The man with Dakar kept silent, though obviously displeased. Nizar understood that, for Dakar didn’t appear to be a master one angered. One never questioned the will of the Gods.
            “Show Me your face, mortal,” Dakar said, striking Nizar’s soul to the core.
            To be so publicly shamed! Everyone would see! His face, and mouth, would be exposed to the world. It was...was...obscene! But, it was a lord’s right to see his subjects’ faces. Just as it was a man’s right to see the naked faces of his wives and children. Nizar just wished the God hadn’t asked in such a public place.
            “As you wish, Great One,” Nizar said, reaching for the pin that attached the thick linen veil to his turban. Removing the veil and revealing his fierce, hawklike face, Nizar said, “Great One, I am yours.”
            Dakar’s eyes flashed fiery red.
            “I see much evil in you, mortal,” He said. “I accept your offer of service. Attend me.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 5
 
                        A cool southerly breeze washed over the teeming mass of people as they approached Kestsax’s south gate, called the Three Temples Gate, with the promise of an early winter. The first leaves were turning red and gold in the surrounding hardwoods. And the air was heavy with the scent of woodsmoke and sausage.
            Tane felt his heart quicken at the sight of the great whitewashed walls and gatehouse. It was only his fifth trip to Kestsax. Previous trips with his family had been thrilling, with new sights and peoples to discover and experience each time. It had been in Kestsax that he first saw dwarves and elves. The only dragon he’d ever seen, a yearling, was the pride of the city zoo three years back. And now he was coming to Kestsax to live, maybe for several years, giving him lots of time to explore the city and its various districts in depth. 
            Traffic entering the city moved exceedingly slow. He could see the problem. A large contingent of guards stopped everyone at length. 
            What are they so worried about? he wondered, looking to the western horizon. They better not close the gates for the night before I get inside.
            The sun already touched the western horizon, so traffic should by all rights be mostly people leaving the city. Tane had yet to see anyone coming out of Three Temples Gate. Most of the people on the road with him appeared to be either soldiers or refugees. Not a good omen. So Tane turned his attention to various other groups before and behind him.
            Did I make a mistake? he thought. Tane looked south, at the moment looking dark, cloudy, and foreboding. He glanced up to the heavens. Should I go home?
            The Gods didn’t answer.
            He could see three distinct mercenary companies on the road. The one nearest the gate was a light cavalry troop of mercenaries in dark red and blue leathers. All wore sabers, open-faced helmets, and light chain vests. Powerful Steppe bows waited in cases under the mercenaries’ knees, with at least two quivers of red-shafted, blue-fetched arrows hanging off each saddle. Round shields were hung off their saddles, readily at hand. 
            Skirmishers and scouts, he thought, recalling the stories of wars and battles his uncle and aunt told.
            Behind them was a caravan of Leltic merchants with twenty covered wagons, followed by a company of Tyrian foot soldiers. The Tyrians were something of a disappointment, for they were quiet and subdued for that lot. Most looked to be armed and armored better than average for mercenaries, with quilted mail gambesons and great swords or battle-axes being the most common. Otherwise, the men were typical of Tyrians, with the shortest looking to be a good hand taller than Tane. All wore long unkempt beards. 
            Behind Tane by a hundred paces was a small company of Leltic tribesmen. Compared to the other men and women on the road, mostly wearing somber browns, greens, and blues, they were quite distinctive in their red and yellow striped trousers and tattooed upper bodies and faces. All wore their long hair pulled up in a topknot, while the men all had bushy mustaches. None that he could see had body armor, with only a handful carrying shields. Most carried long-handled battle-axes, and all had small throwing axes hanging off their wide, red-dyed belts.
            But the mercenaries held little appeal for Tane. Not ten paces ahead of him rode a pair of Vikon, male and female. And they were putting on quite a show by arguing, rather loudly, over whose stupid idea it was to enter Kestsax instead of bypassing it.
            The Vikon were the most renowned practitioners of Witchcraft, providing most of the common folks with birth control spells, simple healing, and fortune-telling. Anything magical not requiring powerful Sorcery, the Vikon excelled at. Well, the women anyway. Male Vikon were only trained to be warriors.
            “Don’t look at me like that,” the redheaded witch snapped, ice-blue eyes narrowing at the male. “I wanted to find a ferry over the river. You’re the one that wanted to come to Kestsax.”
            “There are no other ferry sites!” he cried. “Get it through your thick skull, woman.”
            Tane grinned. They had to be a married couple. No one else argued like that.
            The line surged forward. Tane looked just in time to see the troop of light cavalry vanishing into the gate. City Guardsmen stopped the merchant caravan from entering. Strangely, they were forced to wait an unusually long time before the caravan, and then the company of Tyrians was allowed to enter. It quickly became apparent that the guards only allowed small groups in at a time, up to company size. It was a good hour before Tane stood within the lengthening shadows of the towering gatehouse.
            “What’s the hold up, sergeant?” Tane asked the burly woman in charge of the guards, hoping to gain some insight before he was allowed inside. “Is there any danger we should know of?” 
            She gave him an unreadable look for several heartbeats, her hard brown eyes boring deeper and deeper. Her blue warrior tattoos, deep within the shadows of her iron helmet, made her the fiercest looking person he had ever encountered. Tane felt himself blush under her scrutiny. He was sorry he asked, and wished she’d just forget him and go bother someone else.
            “We’re at war, boy,” the sergeant said. “Breathing in these parts is dangerous now.”
            “Next group, Sergeant Kaleigh!” a voice called from inside.
            “Aye, sir!” Sergeant Kaleigh shouted back as she turned amused eyes on Tane. “Well, boy, guess you get to find out what all the fuss is about.” She grabbed his shoulder, and shoved him toward the gate. Other guards closed on him, all forcing him to hurry through the yawning portal. “Move it, people! No more than one hundred at a time, mind you! Corporal Rees, stop them at that Leltic company, ya hear?”
            Tane was pushed forward by the press of the peasants and travelers eager to enter. The gate guards urged them on, then followed after a ways, until more guards took them up. Tane, near the head of the group, was rushed on by waving guards through the twisting, tunnel-like gate until he emerged into an open square.
            Only, the square wasn’t empty.
            Royal Army regulars in the blue and green of Kestsax under heavy mail coats surrounded the square. Their spears were presented, and their faces grim within iron helmets. Officers and sergeants barked orders at the newcomers, ordering them to line up for inspection. Those few astride horses or driving wagons were ordered to dismount and stand in line as well. The horses and wagons were immediately led away, despite the owners’ protests.
            “Order of the king, all hale mounts belong to the army until the war is over,” a gray-haired officer in polished cuirass and plumed helmet declared. His accent said he was a highborn Kestsaxian, therefore a Jarlander. “I am Colonel Hans Hertha, Royal Constable. Now, Captains Chantelle and Manas will be walking among you, looking you over. Follow their orders to the letter, and we’ll get this over quickly. Even look like trouble, and you’ll find yourself in lockup. Understood? Good. Captains!”
            A man behind Tane began cursing furiously under his breath. Hazarding a glance backwards, Tane saw an angry warrior in brown homespun under a faded blue gambeson. Tall and powerful looking, despite being gray-haired and balding, something about him held Tane’s eye a moment. Then it hit him – an elf! An elf with Leltic warrior tattoos under his eyes and on his forehead. Other tattoos were half-hidden by a short, well-trimmed beard. But before Tane could wonder on the oddity of a Leltic elf, the two captains began their inspection.
            Captain Chantelle was probably pretty in her youth. She wore the leather breeches and thigh boots that most mercenary woman cavalry wore, with the jangling spurs that only Amazon warriors seemed to like. Captain Manas wore a standard issue Kestsax army uniform, with no frills. He looked as professional as they came to Tane’s eyes, and he was the one walking down Tane’s line.
            The captains stopped briefly before each man and woman, occasionally asking a question or two, then pointing them toward one of two exits before stepping to the next person in line. Very quickly Tane discovered a frightening trend. The old, infirm, and very young were sent to the east exit, while most of the others were sent to the north exit. Of the young and hale, only mothers holding toddlers and younger were sent out the east exit.
            “North, boy,” Captain Manas said to Tane without so much as asking a question or taking a second look.
            “Move it, boy!” a soldier shouted when Tane hesitated.
            The path Tane was raced down was lined with soldiers, all shouting for him to hurry. By the time he reached the tall stone tower, he was exhausted and confused. Tane was ordered against a stone wall with the others before he could get his bearings. While soldiers held spears on them, more soldiers disarmed Tane’s group, with sergeants badgering them with countless questions.
            “Name?” a soldier sitting behind a field table demanded.
            “Tane Kyleson of Bracklin.”
            The soldier nodded as he wrote, saying, “A Jarlander. Any warrior training?”
            Tane bristled at being named a Jarlander. He was a Lelt! He bore the Tribal Tattoos to prove it, too.
            Bearing his tattooed chest, Tane said, “I’m no Jarlander. I am Leltic, a son of the Coratan Tribe.”
            “Tane Kyleson is Tyrian in form, naming you Jarlander, boy,” the soldier snapped. “What are you trying to pull? Who is your father? Is he a citizen of Kestsax?”
            “Of course my father is a citizen,” Tane said, and instantly regretted it.
            His father was a Jarlander, almost three-quarters Tyrian. Tane’s paternal grandfather was full-blooded Tyrian.
            The soldier grinned at Tane’s deep blush, “He’s a Jarlander?”
            “Yes.”
            “Are you a Jarlander?”
            Tane felt his face heat up again. How could he deny his paternal heritage? Deep down, he knew he was ashamed, mostly due to being raised in a Leltic village by Leltic maternal family members. His Uncle Calvan was the only living member of his father’s family. 
            “I am Jarlander,” Tane whispered, wincing at the look of vicious triumph radiating from the soldier.
            “Next,” the soldier said, dismissing Tane.
            A mage in blue robes waited to chant spells over him. Strangely, he didn’t mind, for the mage was a pretty blonde with the biggest blue eyes he’d ever seen. It took him a moment, but realized he was being checked for disease and enchantments.
            She dismissed him a moment later, having never made eye contact. 
            Tane silently thanked Kamain when the soldier who had earlier taken his sword and pack handed him a brass token with a number inscribed upon it. 
            “Where did you take my stuff?”
            Instead of an answer, soldiers hustled him and the others inside a tower and up a spiraling stone stairway. Another group of soldiers cut them off two levels up, turning them into a large chamber. Moments later, the iron bound door shut with a resounding crash. The sound of a heavy bar being lowered echoed through the chamber.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 6
 
            “Damn me for a fool!” cried the tattooed elf Tane had seen cursing earlier. “I knew better than come here! I knew no good would come of it! Sweet Mother, take me for a fool!”
            “Aw, shut up, elf!” a towering Tyrian said. The huge blonde barbarian winked at Tane, a most unsettling act to the Leltic swordsmith. He was big as a bear, and looked twice as strong. “They’re just being paranoid, that’s all. They’ll let us out soon enough.”
            “You’re wrong,” the elf said. “We are about to be inducted into the Royal Army, whether we care to join or not.”
            The Tyrian shrugged. “I came to Kestsax to fight. Why should I care who pays me?”
             Tane didn’t hear the rest of their argument. His head was spinning. The Royal Army! Just his rotten luck. He’d probably spend the next two years following the army, working on a portable forge night and day. Sleeping in wet blankets. Eating cold, stale rations. No reputation of fine workmanship to earn for the future. And lousy pay, to heap insult upon injury.
            Leaning against the wall, he slid down to sit and think on his predicament. There had to be a way to escape his fate. There just had to be! He still had his purse, with a healthy sum of crowns copper, eagles, and half-eagles by any standard. But with a war going on, it might not be possible to bribe his way out of military service. And he might try to bribe the wrong man, and get himself thrown in jail.
            “Better safe than sorry,” he said, bitterly quoting his mother’s oft-repeated advice.
            It was full night before two men arrived, escorted by a dozen soldiers with naked steel in hand. One looked to be an elderly magistrate in black robes, while the other was clearly an army officer.
            “On your feet, scum!” a sergeant barked, crashing the flat of his sword against the door. “Captain Kenelm and Lord Folant have got a few words for you, hear? Now you listen polite like, and me and the boys want have to whump you.” Then turning to the captain, “All yours, sir.”
            “Thank you, Sergeant Haley,” Captain Kenelm said quite civilly, but then his dark eyes turned cold. “You men and women have been chosen to join my company of auxiliary light foot. After the induction ceremony, you will be taken to Fox Company’s barracks and assigned bunks. First thing in the morning you will start your training.”
            “What if we don’t want to join?” the elf asked.
            The captain smiled tightly and turned to Lord Folant. The magistrate gave the elf an intent look of disapproval, and then opened a large leather-bound book a soldier handed him.
            “Your token number, please,” Lord Folant said. The magistrate seemed pleasant enough, giving Tane renewed hope.
            “Fifty-six dash three.”
            “And your name,” Lord Folant said.
            “Quinn, Lord Magistrate,” the elf said.
            “Very good. Well, then,” Lord Folant said, clearing his throat. “I hereby place you, Quinn, under arrest for carrying an illegal weapon, resisting arrest and, uh...insulting an army officer, and the whole Royal Army.”
            Lord Folant glanced up, his blue eyes boring menacingly into the stunned elf, and slammed the book closed.
            “Furthermore, as the king has declared a state of emergency, I am empowered to exercise my full authority as I see fit. And I find you guilty of all counts.”
            “The sentence, my lord?” Captain Kenelm said.
            “Death,” the magistrate said, handing the book back to the soldier. “Captain, please have the prisoner hanged immediately.”
            “My pleasure, my lord,” Captain Kenelm said, signaling to a pair of soldiers to seize the elf.  
            “Wait! I didn’t say I refused to join!” Quinn said, backing away from the advancing soldiers. “I just wanted to know my options. That’s all.”
            “Should’ve said something sooner,” Lord Folant said. He gave the elf a haughty sneer. “Once a verdict is handed down, it’s written in stone.”
            “Of course, in a national emergency, the army can accept condemned men into its ranks,” Captain Kenelm said. “And if such a man completes his service honorably, then he is pardoned and set free. Does that sound acceptable, Quinn?”
            “Very,” he said, grimacing. “And I pray to serve your king, who is now my king, to the best of my abilities.”
            “Excellent,” the captain said, smiling broadly. “Now, shall we get on with the swearing in ceremony?”
            Tane, too stunned by the events, and afraid for his own life if he tried to escape the army, did as told. He swore to serve King Borric and Kestsax, to obey the officers placed over him, and to fight to the death if need be to keep his oath. Tane joined the Royal Army.
            Within minutes they were hustled from the tower and rushed through the night-shrouded streets of Kestsax. They were taken to a large wooden barracks pressed up against the city walls. Sullen men and women in simple undyed tunics and blue trousers loitered before the barracks. They were met by a lieutenant and six sergeants.
            The lieutenant was a freckle-faced, red-headed nobleman who looked even younger than Tane. But his voice held all the authority that long practice and good breeding instilled. The sergeants, on the other hand, looked to be some of the most unsavory men and women Tane had ever laid eyes upon. All were Lelts, with the blue Tribal tattoos of half a dozen different tribes. One woman was missing her entire left hand, while another sergeant was missing most of his front teeth and his right eye. Another was missing an ear, and all bore scars on arms and faces.
            Just looking at them told Tane he didn’t want any part of army life.
            When the lieutenant started dividing the new “recruits” up between his sergeants, Tane found his backbone and spoke up. He was almost as surprised by the sound of his voice as the army regulars, but continued on nonetheless.
            “Sir. Lieutenant Artair. Please, a word,” Tane said. The look the officer and sergeants gave him made Tane hesitate. “No one asked me earlier, and I think it might be important.”
            “Speak, recruit,” Lieutenant Artair said, though frowning. “You’re among friends here.”
            The way the sergeants were looking at him made Tane doubt that. But this was his only chance to escape life as a foot soldier. And escape certain death impaled upon the wrong end of a spear or sword.
            “Sir, I am a trained swordsmith,” Tane said. He spoke quickly, afraid he would be cut off too soon. “I came to serve the king in the Royal Smithy. But, I fear, I was accosted and forced to join the army. Now, mind you, I’m not trying to get out of the army. I did swear to serve the king in the army, after all. But I thought it might be to the army’s best interests if I took up the duties in which I can best serve it, as a swordsmith.”
            “Nice speech, recruit,” Lieutenant Artair said, grinning. “And if you had told someone sooner, like before you were sworn in, then someone would probably be showing you your new forge. But we have you now, and we aren’t giving any of you up without a fight.”
            “I want the kid,” the sergeant missing her hand said, eyeing Tane speculatively. Tane felt his throat tighten. “I’ll give up two of mine to Sergeant Gareth for him.”
            The one-eyed sergeant laughed harshly. Tane noted that his one remaining upper front tooth was broken and black. By far, he looked to be the most unsavory of the lot. 
            “Not if you gave up a tit, Marji! The kid’s got spunk and bulk, and I’m keeping him,” Sergeant Gareth laughed.
            Tane almost groaned in misery to learn he was assigned to Sergeant Gareth. The man was the only sergeant more frightening looking than Sergeant Marji. He was tall as Tane, with greasy brown hair that hung to his shoulders, a harsh face made worse by his eye-patch and single black tooth, and a burly, scar-covered body. Gareth was clean shaven like the rest of the soldiers, with a bushy grey-streaked mustache. At the moment, he and the other sergeants wore only the blue trousers and green tunic of army regulars.
            Tane listened quietly as the lieutenant divided up the remaining recruits. Once he left, the sergeants spent another twenty minutes haggling and trading recruits among themselves. Sergeant Gareth outright bought the elf’s service from rangy Sergeant Cade, for one recruit and twenty crowns copper.
            Suddenly, Sergeant Gareth laughed and turned away from his peers. He looked Tane and the elf over with relish, then motioned for them to follow him. Tane was surprised to find only himself and Quinn following Gareth, for the other sergeants each had five to eight recruits.
            They were taken to a dark pile next to the barracks, where a corporal checked their tokens and produced their packs and gear, except for their weapons which were already locked up in the arms room. Strangely, the elf grasped his ruck and quickly riffled through it as they walked away. The sergeant then led them straight into the dark, quiet barracks and up a rickety stairway to the third floor.
            Each of the three floors were laid out alike. The floors were open bays divided by four sets of facing rooms evenly spaced down their length. One platoon was billeted on each floor, with the sergeants having rooms to themselves, and each section’s two corporals sharing a room across from their section sergeant. The open bays between the rooms were filled with sturdy bunks.
            “We’re 3rd Section of 3rd Platoon, boys,” Sergeant Gareth said as he led them through rows of bunks filled with sleeping men and women. “I’m senior Section Sergeant in the platoon. Sergeant Knut is Platoon Sergeant, and the biggest, meanest, ugliest Thanir warrior you’ve ever seen, too. Don’t rile him, or me for that matter.
            “Now, you two are part of Corporal Pendar’s squad under me,” he continued. “This company didn’t exist before yesterday, so we’re all just forming up and getting to know each other.”
            “Uh, Sergeant Gareth,” Tane said. “I’m not entirely following you. I’m not a warrior, much less a trained soldier, so I don’t really understand what we do. The captain said we were part of his auxiliary company of foot. Are we spearmen, or swordsmen, or what?”
            “Ha. Good question, kid,” he said. “Auxiliary foot is a fancy way of saying we’re sword fodder. Untrained soldiers for the real soldiers on the other side to hack up for a bit of sport.”
            “And he’s not joking,” the elf said.
            Nearing the far end of the second floor, Gareth said, “This room on the right is mine. The one across is where my corporals stay.”
            The door into the corporals’ room was open, showing it to be empty. He scowled into the dark room a moment, then swept an all inclusive hand at the small bay before them. It was dark, with only a single oil lamp on the wall, turned down low, lighting the area. Most of the ten bunks were occupied with huddled forms under blankets.
            “This is 3rd Section’s territory, and your new home. The left side of the bay is your squad’s responsibility. So, find a bunk along the left wall and call it a night, boys. We’ll be getting you up real early in the morning.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 7
 
            Dakar glowered at the vast temple complex. Bad enough it wasn’t one of the Old Ones’ pyramid-temples, but this one was laid out in a unique floor plan even for the Arisen Gods. There was a great wrought iron fence surrounding the complex, a sacred circle to protect the God’s “house.” Within, amid lush gardens, sat an imposing structure of whitewashed granite, laid out in the shape of Kamain’s Hammer. The handle was the nave, with the hammerhead the sanctuary holding the High Altar.
            “All is ready, Divine Master,” High Priest Mogens said solemnly.
            Dakar scowled at him. He knew it wasn’t Mogens fault that the temple had been booby-trapped, both magically and mundanely. It wasn’t his fault that twenty-seven of Dakar’s priests and priestesses had perished due to those cunningly conceived and concealed traps. It wasn’t anyone’s fault it took so long to desecrate Kamain’s temple, then consecrated it to Dakar. All the blame lay with the temple’s former priesthood, who were all either dead or His mindless magically-induced slaves.
            “How goes the work in the other temples?” Dakar said as he started for the door.
            He could tell by Mogens’ reluctance to answer the question meant He didn’t want to know. But a question had been asked, and His High Priest had no choice but to answer, no matter how vile the answer would taste.
            “The same as this temple, Divine Master,” was the grim answer. “All the temples knew we were coming, and used their time well in laying traps for us. No trap is repeated anywhere else in the city, making each temple we desecrate a new, deadly experience.”
            What Mogens didn’t know was the very real pain Dakar felt every time one of His servants perished. He was eternally “linked” to them, their pain was His pain. But pain was the least of His concerns, for priests provided living channels of life force flowing to Him. Each priest was the equivalent of a living High Altar, endlessly feeding His Godly powers. The more priests and altars, the greater His power, and vice-versa. Only human sacrifice, which allowed him to “eat” the living soul of a mortal, gave Him more nourishment, more strength and power.
            A deep “oulm” rolled from His assembled priesthood as they prostrated themselves to either side of His path to the High Altar. They were two ranks deep along the aisle, and rightly should’ve been ten ranks deep. The Arisens were insidious in the ways They decimated His servants, and craven in Their avoidance of face-to-face confrontations.
            Back-stabbing wretches, He thought, suppressing a growl so He didn’t frighten His priests. The last time He did, three priests died of strokes in their fear. He couldn’t afford such a luxury as that, at least not yet.
            “Prepare for human sacrifices at all My temples, in all My cities,” He said as He marched toward the great golden throne beside His High Altar. Mogens had the throne brought over from the royal castle. The local king didn’t need it anymore, since he was a mindless slave shuffling toward the next city. “Beginning at midnight tonight, I want a youth in his or her prime sacrificed to Me on the hour, every hour of the day and night until I say otherwise. If you can find any elves or dwarves in their prime, even better.”
            High Priest Mogens’ eyes flashed in wicked glee. He had long wanted to perform those rites the Arisen had outlawed. As much as Dakar enjoyed the heady feel of power such rites provided, until now He was loathe to kill off His scant supply of worshippers. Unfortunately, the few conquered humans he hadn’t magically enslaved, so he’d have the needed free-willed congregations in His temples, weren’t providing the kind of power He had anticipated. Their hearts weren’t truly into the rites they performed, watering down the nourishment He received. Their prayers weren’t any better.
            “It will be as You command, Divine Master,” Mogens said, bowing to hide his smile.
            That irritated Dakar. The High Priest had to be reminded who was master.
            “You will start the blood sacrifices with Queen Annalis,” He commanded, enjoying the shock and horror of His servant. The nineteen year old queen of Treversax had been Mogens personal slave since her capture. Taking his most prized possession would remind the High Priest of his place, however vaulted it may be. “I will personally attend, to witness your skill and devotion.”
            Mogens swallowed hard, understanding his master was displeased with him.
            “It will be as You command, Divine Master,” High Priest Mogens said.
            “How many temples have you managed to cleanse?”
            The change of subject cleared Mogens dark mood. And here was a problem dear to his heart. He was, after all, a warrior born, and loved a challenge such as this.
            “Thirteen, Divine Master.”
            “Then stop,” Dakar said as He reached the High Altar. Mogens frowned. Dakar understood the High Priest had ideas on how better to deal with the traps, but He had other concerns. “Come full night, I will destroy the rest of the temples, and their traps. I cannot afford to lose any more priests. Once My power is more firmly established, then new temples will be built.”
            Dakar reached His throne and promptly sat. He wasn’t one for fanfare and elaborate ceremony. Results got His attention.
            “If there is nothing else to report, High Priest Mogens, let us plan the next phase of My campaign,” Dakar said in a booming voice for all to hear.
            But before Mogens could voice his first suggestion, a hesitant cough sounded. One of the prone priests looked up, requesting permission to speak. Mogens frowned. Dakar knew that there was something about Nizar al-Sayyid that just didn’t rub right with the High Priest.
            “You have something to add?” Dakar asked, His annoyance clear for all to hear.
            “Yes, Great One...I mean, Divine Master,” Nizar said, slowly rising to his feet. “I was detailed with clearing out the traps within the former High Priest’s apartments. I found information I believe of dire importance.”
            “And you didn’t tell me!” High Priest Mogens bellowed.
            “I looked, but couldn’t find you, Your Grace,” Nizar said somberly, looking truly regretful.
            “Of no consequences,” Dakar said, irritated His servants were embroiled in some petty human power struggle while He was bent on conquering the world. He had never had that trouble with His former priesthood comprised of the Ancient Races. “What have you found?”
            Nizar grinned, pulling out a sheet of paper. “Divine Master, I have found evidence that the Arisen Gods, and Kamain in particular, have set in motion a plan to destroy You.”
            Dakar pounced upon Nizar, startling the Tameran half out of his wits. But instead of ripping out Nizar’s throat, or heart, He took the paper away in a massive hand. The script of the modern humans was strange to Him, but being a God had allowed Him to master it within moments. He did not like what He was reading.
            “A smith!” Dakar bellowed. “The Arisen are only sending a measly craftsman to destroy me! It took an army of one hundred thousand and six Gods to capture me before!”
            “Perhaps it is a ruse, Divine Master,” Mogens said. “It seems incomprehensible that a High Priest would recklessly leave behind such information.”
            “He was captured trying to destroy all his documents,” Nizar said in a reasonable tone. “You yourself killed him, High Priest Mogens. Don’t you recall?”
            “Ruse or not,” Dakar said, ending their squabble, “I can’t afford to take any chances.”
            As he recalled, the Arisen had been newborn Gods at the time. They have had three thousand years to mature and learn. They were cunning adversaries. But They were fallible, for He had learned that the Arisen had effectively outlawed Their own personal participation in the “war.” They had vowed to never again fight a war, God against God, within the Mortal Realm. And Gods, Himself included, were slaves to Their vows. It was Their greatest weakness, by Dakar’s reckoning.
            “You have done well, Nizar,” Dakar said, noting how the Tameran’s chest swelled under the praise. The High Priest scowled at the newcomer. “I will grant you a reward. Yes, I will make you a commander within My eastern flank. Serve Me well, and you will receive many more rewards, Nizar al-Sayyid.”
            “My God, you honor me,” Nizar said, prostrating himself before Dakar.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 8
 
            “On your feet!”
            Tane started out of deep sleep. Bright lamplight stabbed at his eyes, as loud crashing and stomping sounded all around him. It sounded as if a herd of cattle was stampeding through his room. Then a dark man with angry eyes appeared suddenly beside him, spewing blasphemies and threats.
            Remembering where he was, Tane sat up quickly. And banged his head on the bunk above. He crawled out of bed as he furiously rubbed the growing knot on his forehead. The shouting man was immediately before him, demanding he stand in something called “at attention” in harsh tones. Though still sleep-dazed, Tane managed to satisfy the terrible man after a moment. Then the little man in the bunk above his dropped down beside him.
            Tane wanted to turn and study the man, for he was of a people Tane had only heard about. He was a Swampman, from the vast Jar Swamp north of Kestsax and astride the mighty Jar River for half its length. So while the yelling soldier was badgering the elf, Quinn, Tane hazard a side glance at the Swampman, and instantly regretted it.
            The man’s hair was straight, black and pulled up into a braid that started at his forehead, above a long, narrow face with a hooked nose and sharp chin. He had a greenish-gray complexion. He wasn’t very tall, not even reaching Tane’s shoulder. But the Swampman was looking up at Tane, grinning wolfishly with blackened teeth filed to wicked points. It reminded Tane that Swampmen were half-goblin cannibals, and the look the Swampman was giving him made him uneasy. 
            “All right, you gutter-scum,” the soldier waking them said in a calmer voice. His accent said he was a Jarlander, probably from the far north, nearer the equator. “I’m Corporal Pendar, 2nd Squad leader. For you who don’t know what squad you’re in, I have the swordsmith, the elf, both Vikon, and the Swampman. The rest of you belong to Corporal Disa. She’s not as sweet as me.”
            His grin was broad, but held little humor. No one made the mistake of laughing.
            “I’ll be waking you scum every other day, with Disa having the honor the other days,” he said. “Now, since this is your first morning with us, I’ll give you a run down on how it’ll work from now on.
            “First thing, you get straight out of bed and make it up fast. After that, you don’t sit or lay on it until the duty day is over. No exceptions. Your corporal will be teaching you how to make your bunks military style later today.
            “Now, after you get your bunk squared away, you can relieve yourself in the chamber pots over there. You also shave and clean up at that time. Beards aren’t allowed in the army, but mustaches are acceptable.
            “Now, you get thirty minutes to square away yourself, put away your gear for the day, and clean up the bay before you fall out for first call. After roll is called, the company will go for a little run to warm us up for a hard day of training. We’ll eat after the run. It’ll be about daybreak when we finish eating and head over to the parade ground to begin training.”
            “We’ll be running before breakfast?” a young Lelt said with a dubious look. By his accent, Tane figured him for a Kestsaxian commoner despite his Tribal Tattoos. “And this’ll all be happening before sunrise?”
            “Yes,” Corporal Pendar said. “When the sun comes up, it’s time for weapon’s drill.”
            “How are we supposed to be able to think, much less run and fight and otherwise soldier if you wake us up in the middle of the night?” the Lelt said, a bit of anger entering his voice. “This is stupid.”
            Corporal smiled cruelly at the recalcitrant youth, casually moving closer to him as he spoke.
            “We have an incentive program, to help inspire you scum,” he said, stopping before the Lelt with that too cruel grin widening a bit.
            “And what might that be?”
            Corporal Pendar slammed his fist into the youth’s belly, then brought his knee up crushingly in his face. The Lelt collapsed with a sob.
            “Our incentive program is simple. Obey, and live. Disobey, or just annoy us, and we’ll beat you to bloody death. Slowly and surely,” he said, leering down at him. “You’ve got a decision to make, boy, and just fifteen minutes to go until first call. Now, all of you, move it!”
            Everyone ignored the Lelt. Jumping to their bunks, they quickly made them the best they could. Some of the men didn’t have a shaving kit, so had to forego that. Corporal Pendar didn’t care, telling them no one was expecting much from them on the first day. Tomorrow would be different though, since the army would issue them shaving kits.
            The huge Tyrian he’d met in the induction room was part of Corporal Disa’s squad. He had loud, outraged words with Corporal Pendar. Not so surprising, Corporal Pendar did not assault the towering Tyrian. The barbarian warrior would’ve ripped his head off and sang of the glory of his pending death as he fought the Kestsaxian soldiers that charged in afterwards.
            Though the corporal did not attack the angry Tyrian, giving his name as Everard Boarsbane, neither did he back down on the rule to shave off beards. Tyrians loved their beards, and considered them a sign of their manhood. He, of course, did not have a shaving kit, so was spared that ultimate shame one more day.
            “Take it up with your Corporal, Everard,” Pendar finally said, weary of the argument. 
            “Don’t think I won’t.”
            Mops and buckets were provided by the corporal, and the recruits quickly mopped the floor and cleaned out the chamber pots. Tane thanked Kamain he managed to acquire a mop before the corporal pointed out those reeking chamber pots also had to be cleaned out every morning. Quinn and the Vikon female ended up the unlucky pair ordered to do it.
            Tane noticed the Vikon pair was the arguing husband and wife he had been behind outside the city gate. They were as sullen as the elf, and didn’t even appear to be speaking to each other.  
            The so-called “little run” Corporal Pendar told them about proved to be anything but that. It was a grueling trek through the twisting streets of the city, which never seemed to end in Tane’s mind. The recruits were hounded all the way by yelling corporals and sergeants, who questioned everything about them, from their parentage, to their worth as a human being, to their sexual orientation. Some of the things said shocked Tane to the core of his existence. In his village, men fought and died for less.
            The run finally came to an end back in front of the barracks. They weren’t allowed to rest, but kept at the position of “attention” while the company First Sergeant gave his orders for the day. Then he turned the company over to the individual Platoon Sergeants, who in turn ordered the Section Sergeants to take command of their troops.
            Sergeant Gareth immediately marched his section over to the crowded mess hall. The recruits were forced to stand in line while the officers, sergeants and regular army soldiers entered and ate first. Tane didn’t mind, for he was sick to his stomach after the run. The last thing he wanted or needed was greasy food stuffed down his throat. The mere thought nauseated him.
            Of all the recruits in his section, only the elf appeared unaffected by the run. The Swampman and Vikon couple looked as ill as Tane felt. The other members of 3rd Section didn’t look particularly sick, just exhausted.
            Eventually the line started moving steadily into the mess hall. By the time he reached the door, Tane’s stomach began to subside. He actually started to feel hungry by the time he reached the stack of hot, wet tin plates. As he looked at the stacks of fist-sized loafs of fresh bread, platters of fried potatoes and cooked ham piled high, and bowls of butter and jams, he remembered he hadn’t eaten since before being “inducted.”
            The last two men in their section had to go forward and relieve the men dishing out the food when the first man in their section reached the plates. When the first man from the next section reached the stacked plates, they would be relieved to return to their places in line and be fed. So it was Armin, the Vikon male, who sullenly scooped fried potatoes and bread on Tane’s plate.
            “You want pig meat?” the Swampman, Uko, asked. “It’s cooked to leather, you know.”
            “Just the way I like it,” Tane said, eagerly accepting the meat.
            “Bah. Outlanders have disgusting ways,” Uko said, face screwed up.
            That from a man who joyfully eats other people alive, Tane thought, but kept his thoughts private. 
            To his surprise, Tane and the other recruits weren’t allowed to sit and eat at their leisure. In fact, they weren’t allowed to sit at all. Their corporals badgered them to eat faster and keep moving. The line wended its way along the wall and around to the back exit. Anything still on their plate at the door had to be dumped in a large barrel. They then had to stop and scrub their plates in scolding hot water before stacking them to dry.
            Sergeant Gareth waited for them out front when the corporals hounded them into formation. True to Corporal Pendar’s word, Corporal Disa proved herself to be a brutal taskmaster. She was a rail thin Amazon, with dirty blonde hair and the hardest eyes he’d ever seen on man or woman. There was nothing soft about her. Tane thanked every God he could think of for saving him from her squad.
            Sergeant Gareth marched them across the parade ground to supply. There, they were forced to strip down and hand over their clothes. The sergeant and corporals walked up and down the line, looking everyone over and making crude jokes. They were especially hard on the Vikon female, who proved poorly-endowed, by their vulgar reckoning, and liberally covered with freckles.
            Disinterested supply clerks issued them all blue trousers and the undyed tunics of recruits. Once everyone was clothed, they were marched to the next shed and issued heavy infantry boots and belts. They were warned to take good care of their boots, for the army only provided one pair. They would have to buy them in the future, and they weren’t cheap.
            “All right, scum,” Sergeant Gareth said, grinning with approval at his section. “You’re as ready as you’ll ever be. Corporals, take charge and begin training.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 9
 
            Corporal Pendar marched his squad over to the armory to be issued wooden swords and weighted shields. Tane carefully kept the grin off his face, for as a swordsmith he had to know how to wield a sword. At least he wouldn’t be embarrassed. He knew enough to know that soldiers weren’t given the type training he received. They were only taught a limited number of strokes and parries. Fighting in formation was very limiting.
            “I’m assuming everyone here knows which end of a sword is which,” Corporal Pendar said. His sarcasm seemed to be lost on the Swampman, who he eyed warily a moment. “How about you, Uki?”
            “It’s Uko, corporal. Uko Uzalson.”
            “All right, but that didn’t answer my question,” he said, and promptly rapped the Swampman on the head with his wooden sword. “And it ain’t your place to correct a real soldier, scum. Now, do you or don’t you know how to use a sword?”
            Eyeing the corporal murderously, and rubbing his throbbing head, Uko spoke through clenched teeth, “Yes. I can use a sword.”
            “Good,” he said. After giving them all a good look over, he continued, “Now, just so everyone knows where everyone stands, we’ll all give a rundown of our combat experience. I’ll start.
            “Now, I’m from the city of Brajar, up the Jar River a good ways. You might’ve heard of it. Well, at sixteen I joined up with the army there. After serving my time, I took off to be a mercenary. Thought I’d get rich really fast and retire to my own castle. Instead, I wandered from city to city, petty war to petty war until I signed with the Kestsaxian Royal Army and have been here every since. I kind of like the place.
            “Well, I’ve fought mostly pirates and Swampmen raiders for the last seven years. This is the first real war Kestsax has been in since I joined. But I fought in two major wars and twelve battles in the Brajaran army, and all those petty squabbles I mentioned earlier,” he said. Turning to Tane, “Give us your name and tell us about yourself, boy.”
            “I am Tane Kyleson of Bracklin. I’ve never fought in a battle, and only a few times with my fists,” he said, strangely embarrassed by the admission. “I just finished my apprenticeship as a swordsmith, and came here to join the Royal Smithy.”
            “And got yourself snatched up by us,” Corporal Pendar laughed. “Good for you. Army’ll make a man out of you. Now, let’s hear from the elf.”
            Quinn leveled cool eyes on the corporal before speaking. “My name is Quinn. I am the son of mercenaries, trained from childhood to fight. I am a foot soldier, and do not know how many wars or battles I’ve fought in. I have been at it for over three hundred years.”
            “All right,” Corporal Pendar said. He gave Quinn an odd look. “Let’s hear from the Vikon wench.” 
            “My wife is not a ‘wench,’ and don’t forget it,” Armin said.
            Everyone tensed, waiting for the corporal to mete his own sadistic brand of justice. But something in the Vikon’s eyes told Tane the corporal had better disregard Armin’s disrespect, this one time. Apparently, Pendar didn’t see it.
            “If she’s not a wench, why can’t she defend herself?” he said.
            Before Armin could respond, the Vikon woman calmed him with a simple touch on the arm. He still looked about to explode, but he stepped back and remained quiet. The witch leveled hostile blue eyes on the corporal.
            “I am more than capable of defending myself, Corporal Pendar, or I wouldn’t be here,” she said. “And if I were you, I’d rethink the wisdom of insulting a witch.” She smiled cruelly, “All kinds of regretful things can happen to men who earn our enmity, which are terribly difficult to prove even using another witch or mage.”
            Sunlight glinted off the silver ring on her left middle finger. Tane noticed other rings, and a few bangles. As a witch, they could very well be powerful talismans. So she could be the most lethally armed person there.
            “Are you threatening me?” he asked, eyes narrowing.
            Feigning shock, she said, “Of course not! Just giving some friendly advice to a respected comrade-in-arms.
            “As for your question, I am Joelle of the Folkke Clan,” she said. She spoke smoothly, though her eyes remained ice cold. “My husband and I have mostly worked as caravan guards. We have fought in two battles, including one with the zombies.”
            “Zombies?” Tane said, voicing everyone else’s unspoken question.
            “That’s what the men and women threatening Kestsax are called,” Armin said. “Joelle says they really aren’t zombies, in the purest sense, but people enslaved by powerful magicks, and she knows about such things. But all you need to know is that they are mindless killers, who eat their victims just like those filthy Swampmen.”
            “AT EASE!” Corporal Pendar barked before Uko and Armin could throw themselves at each other. “The next one to insult another member of this squad will be tied up and horse-whipped!” He suddenly grinned savagely, “That’s my job, to insult and bully. And I love doing it too much to share with anyone, no matter how good you are at it.”
            After Armin and Uko gave brief accounts of their experiences, Corporal Pendar ordered the recruits to line up before him, with Uko and Armin at opposite ends. Tane found himself in the middle, with Quinn to his left and Joelle to his right. The corporal called Armin out first.
            Corporal Pendar quickly tested each one, by having them attack him with the wooden shortsword. Armin and Joelle were both fast and strong, but unable to break past Pendar’s defense. Their style of fighting clearly showed they rarely, if ever, fought afoot. Never once did either one of them even try to use the point. The corporal managed to thump them both on the forehead a number of times. Tane did even worse than the Vikon couple, ending up with at least three more knots on his head and a sore left elbow from the corporal’s wooden sword. 
            Quinn surprised them all, especially Corporal Pendar, by defeating him soundly. The elf showed excellent self-control, not taking any of the opportunities he had to thump the corporal on the head. His test ended quicker than the others.
            Uko also got past the corporal’s defenses, but with a booted foot to the knee. For his trouble, Pendar whacked him on the knee and head especially hard every time he broke past the Swampman’s defense. And when it was all over, the corporal seemed quite pleased.
            “Sergeant Gareth knows how to pick them,” he said, grinning fiercely. “He told us he’d fill out our ranks with swordsmen, and by Bandu’s bloody brass balls, he did it! Now, you ain’t soldiers by any measure, except for the elf, but no one expects much from auxiliaries anyway.”
            “Then why bother?” Joelle asked. “For that matter, why aren’t we put to use in units we’re better suited for? Armin and myself are superb horse-fighters and skirmishers. Tane probably can make fine swords, and I’m sure Uko would make an excellent scout. For that matter, Quinn would make either a scout or a heavy infantryman.”
            “Now, that’s a good question. And I got a good answer,” Corporal Pendar said civilly for once. “First, we don’t have the luxury of time to train any of you properly. Second, the Royal Army is almost entirely heavy infantry, so we don’t have need there. Third, what cavalry troops we need were acquired by hiring up mercenary companies. Indeed, this city is brimming with mercenaries right now, all getting paid much better than you or me, too.”
            “Money!” Joelle declared, eyes flashing. “That’s the real issue. The king doesn’t want to pay us what we’re really worth, so presses us into service as auxiliaries instead.”
            “Something like that,” he admitted. “But it really comes down to the time thing. The zombies, as you call them, are moving fast. Two cities fell to them last week. They’ll be here in Kestsax within the month.”
            “Then we have less than a month to live,” Quinn said.
            Tane didn’t like the sound of any of that. No time for training. No time for anything, really.
            “What good are we then, Corporal Pendar?” Uko said. “What exactly are we expected to do?”
            “Our mission is to support the regular line companies. Mostly, we’ll be used as reserves,” he said, shrugging. “If all goes well, we’ll see little action. Otherwise, we’re the sacrificial lambs.”
            “What does that mean?” Tane said.
            Quinn answered, “It’s a mercenary expression. When an army retreats, they frequently leave behind they auxiliary units to cover. So we’ll be ‘sacrificed’ to save the bulk of the regular army if it is forced to retreat.”
            “But if we do survive a losing battle with the zombies, then you will take up duties atop the city walls,” Corporal Pendar said. “Therefore, what little training we have time to give you will be sword drill. And a couple of hours here and there will be devoted to teaching you how best to repulse massed assaults on the walls.”
            He let them digest that for a moment, then ordered them to pair off. Tane and Quinn sparred, while Pendar made Joelle go against Uko. Armin was left to square off with the corporal.
            “We’re going to fight each other this morning, then this afternoon we’ll get with Corporal Disa’s squad and practice fighting in formation,” he said.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 10
 
            Lunch proved as big a disappointment as breakfast for Tane. After pounding away at his fellow squad members all morning, one after the other, he was starving. But again the recruits weren’t allowed time to properly eat, but rushed through and forced to eat while walking. Corporal Pendar acted as if they were lucky to be fed at all when Uko complained.
            “Now, listen up, scum,” Corporal Pendar said when they reached the parade ground again. “I want the Vikon anchoring both ends of our line, and the elf in the middle. Tane will fight between Quinn and Joelle, while Uko will be between the elf and Armin.”
            “Who are we going to fight, corporal?” Uko said.
            “Disa’s squad. Weren’t you listening this morning, puke-face? How many times do I have to tell you something, half-wit?”
            “No need to become hostile, corporal. I merely misunderstood,” Uko said calmly, though visibly shaking with anger.
            “Yeah? Now, just so you don’t misunderstand me again, you, Uko Uzalson, will personally clean all the chamber pots twice a day. No one will help you. And if the pots fail my very meticulous inspection, then you’ll carry them everywhere you go that day. Understand all that? Do I need to repeat myself?”
            “I understand, Corporal Pendar,” he said.
            “Now, post to your assigned positions,” Corporal Pendar ordered.
            Corporal Pendar quickly ran down the simple tactics of formation fighting. They wouldn’t be taught anything complicated, just enough to fend off the zombies. 
            “All reports say the zombies are lightly armored and armed at best, so even hastily assembled auxiliaries like us should fare well in the coming battles,” Corporal Pendar said.
            Tane was heartened by that information.
            Corporal Disa’s squad came marching toward them. Tane had to admit, they looked much better marching than his squad. Only Quinn never seemed to step on the person’s foot in front of him when marching, or get confused by the corporal’s barked orders.
            “Bitch,” Corporal Pendar muttered when Sergeant Gareth came out of the barracks and complimented her on her squad’s progress. “The whore’s always sucking up to the sergeant.”
            Tane felt himself bristle at the corporal’s words. It was a craven act to insult her so, and not give her the chance to defend herself. From what Tane could see, she wasn’t anymore unprofessional than Pendar. Besides, one of her duties was to ensure her squad learned to march as quickly as possible. Just because Pendar had failed was no reason to vilify Corporal Disa for her success.
            “Ready to get your ass whooped, you ugly old bag of dried up bones?” Corporal Pendar called as they neared. Sergeant Gareth stood to one side and watched. “After we beat the bloody snot out of your kiddies, then my witch is going to turn you all into toads. That’ll be an improvement for you, Disa.”
            Corporal Disa grinned mirthlessly.
            “Care to make a bet, shit-for-brains?” she said. “I say my squad will trounce yours.”
            “Well, I ain’t got any coin to bet,” Corporal Pendar said.
            “Ha! Like I’ve always said, you are a bully and a coward! But Gods forbid I humiliate you again!” she cried, eliciting a nervous chuckle from her squad. Tane noticed Sergeant Gareth grinning with a deadly glint in his eyes. “But, if you can find anything even resembling a pair of balls, then I’ll be willing to wager something other than good coin.”
            “Like what? A service, maybe?” he said, eyes turning inward. “You’re too bloody ugly to tumble, so how about loser spit-shines the winner’s boots for a month?”
            “Throw in all laundry as well, and you got a bet, piss-breath,” she declared.
            “Done!”
            “Shit-fire, am I ever glad I didn’t do my laundry last night!” Corporal Disa laughed. Then turning to regard her squad with death in her eyes, “And if I have to do his tonight, and the rest of this month, who do you think will suffer the most?”
            “Same here,” Corporal Pendar growled. “I hate that bitch with all my soul. I ain’t never lost a bet like this, and I swear to Bandu Invincible that if you pukes lose this for me, I’ll make your pathetic lives living hells from now on.”
            Great, Tane thought. I thought we were brought here to learn how to fight in formation, not to decide some asinine wager between hot-headed corporals.
            Moments later, Tane found himself facing a big blonde Tyrian with a waist-length beard, and a good head taller than even Quinn. Everard Boarsbane looked like a God of War to Tane. Tyrians tended bigger and stronger than other people, too.
            His dark blue eyes were full of contempt as he looked Tane over. Tane looked at Everard’s bulging muscles and multitude of scars, and said a silent prayer to Kamain that he lived through this training exercise.
            With an order from Sergeant Gareth to have at each other, the two sides lunged forward and started swinging wooden shortswords. Tane instantly realized the Tyrian’s personal style of bellowing in rage and swinging his sword in great arcs was disruptive to his comrades. While Tane was hard-pressed to fend the warrior off, Quinn and Joelle were somewhat relieved of pressure when the men facing them had to step aside to avoid being brained by the Tyrian.  
            When Tane was forced back a step, the Tyrian followed with a howl of pure joy. Tane noted both Quinn and Joelle reposition themselves to attack the warrior as he passed them. Victory was within 2nd squad’s grasp. Then Uko screamed in agony.
            Tane turned to see a good handbreadth of bloody wood thrusting out of the Swampman’s back. The 1st Squad Lelt who had skewered him was shaking his head in shock at what he’d done. Tane took one step toward Uko, then a wooden shortsword crashed down upon his shoulder.
            Pain flashed the length of Tane’s arm, diving deep in his chest as well. He dropped his own sword to grab his shoulder even as he fell at the bellowing Tyrian’s feet. Tane could hear both corporals and the sergeant shouting for the warrior to stop, but his next stroke was already descending with all the speed and power he was capable of mustering.
            Tane knew in an instant he was about to die, for the wooden blade was streaking straight for his face. Then the crack of wood on wood reverberated through the air.
            Quinn swept Everard’s blade around and up, then kicked out to the lower belly and felled the huge man. Both corporals and the sergeant leapt upon him before the enraged warrior could jump back to his feet and charge the elf. Several members of his squad also jumped in to subdue the Tyrian. 
            Joelle knelt beside Tane and placed her hand on his shoulder. Her touch was sure and gentle, and when she began to chant he could feel soothing heat start deep in his shoulder as the pain began to subside.
            “It’s broken, but not too badly,” Joelle said, removing her hand. Tane didn’t agree, for it began to throb with renewed vigor when she removed her hand. “I’ve done all I can to ease the pain. It’ll take more energy than I have to spare at the moment for me to heal it entirely.”
            “What about Uko? Shouldn’t you be helping him?” Tane said, unable to see the Swampmen for all the people surrounding him.
            “He’s dead,” Joelle said with a voice devoid of life.
            Tane turned in horror to look at the group of men surrounding Uko’s still form. Sergeant Gareth and the corporals joined them then.
            “Pity,” Corporal Disa said. She looked at Corporal Pendar with a wicked grin. “I win.”
            “You win?! How do you figure that?!”
            “You have one dead, and another too seriously injured to continue,” she said, her eyes hard as steel. “And I had to hold back my squad from murdering yours! Ha! Loser!”
            “She’s right, Pendar. You lost,” Sergeant Gareth said. “And now I have to go find another recruit to replace that stupid bastard that died. Damn, I hate it when they do that.” He shrugged, and continued, “Oh well, that’s life in the army. You get a mage to heal the smith’s shoulder and I’ll have the Swampman’s body hauled off.”
            Tane was helped to his feet by Armin and Joelle, who helped him toward the make-shift clinic beside the parade ground. He got a last glimpse of Uko as he passed, realizing with a tight throat he’d never gotten to know the little man. People had been cruel to him, for no good reason. Tane wished he had a second chance to make amends for not being friendlier to the fellow himself.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 11
 
            Searing heat from the supernatural forge burned his flesh. His arms felt leaden and burned with inner fire up to his shoulder, and halfway down his back. But Tane continued to hammer away at the glowing bar of steel. Pounding and pounding, not stopping for anything. He had to finish. Had to keep working, no matter what.
            He felt the sweat burning on his neck, his face. He felt it trickling into his burning eyes. Tane kept hammering, frantic in his efforts. Then he paused, feeling the oppressive presence looming over him.
            A quick examination of the blade showed it near complete. The runes still had to be added. They absolutely must be hammered deep into the blade. A thunderous roar of a voice demanded he stop. It only heightened his anxiety, sending Tane back to his torturous labors.
            Someone screamed, then crashing sounds. He heard feet, but kept on hammering at the length of steel. The pain was all but intolerable, the heat worse, but he had to keep hammering if he was to succeed. Failure was worse than death, for all he loved and cherished would be doomed as well.
            Booming echoed from the near distance, then something hard slapped Tane in the side of the head.
            Tane screamed and sat up, smacking his head on the bunk over him. Rubbing the sore spot, he squinted around and found a boot in his bunk. The bay was lit by a single dim lantern, with the other soldiers all propped up on one elbow. They were looking toward that annoying pounding sound. Turning to the corporals’ door, Tane saw Sergeant Gareth drunkenly beating on the door with a fist.
            “Out, out I say!” he roared. “Get out here before I ram my foot up your lice-ridden asses!”
            “I’m being punished for leaving home,” Tane muttered, shoving the boot back to the floor. A quick look failed to discover who had thrown it. Probably the Tyrian. Everard blamed him for the incident on the parade ground. “I should’ve listened to my mother. She knew I’d only find trouble in Kestsax.”
            As the corporals’ door opened and the sergeant stepped back, Tane started to lower his head and go back to sleep when something caught his eyes. There was a woman with Sergeant Gareth, and it quickly became apparent she was the reason they were all being awakened so rudely. Tane’s stomach twisted when he realized the woman’s wrists were bound tightly behind her back.
            “Say hello to your new comrades,” Sergeant Gareth said, thrusting her into the squad bay.
            “Tschüss,” she said acidly, emerald eyes burning in impotent rage.
            “Tschüss!” the big Tyrian in Disa’s squad shouted in return. “I am Everard Boarsbane!”
            “Who cares,” she snarled.
            The newcomer’s accent was more subtle than Everard’s, but distinctively Tyrian nonetheless. A Tyrian warrior by the look of her, too.
            Everyone gasped as the lantern was turned up for all to see. Tane had never seen such stunning beauty before. She was tall, with the shiniest black hair he’d ever seen flowing down to her narrow waist and flaring hips. Her eyes were emerald green, and her lips as scarlet as the leather breeches she wore stuffed into black thigh boots.
            Now I know what a Goddess looks like, was all Tane could think of.
            “Be wary, boys, she’s a bloody priestess of Ashtar!” Sergeant Gareth declared with drunken bluster, reaching down into her bosom to lift up a silvery pendant of Ashtar, Goddess of War and Adventure.
            How appropriate, Tane thought, recalling the raven-maned, green-eyed beauty of Ashtar.
            She kicked out at the sergeant, forcing him to jump back and release the pendant. He glared at her, causing Tane to tense. Gareth wasn’t the type man Tane thought would take that from anyone, especially not from a raw recruit.
            “Spirited, isn’t she?” Gareth said, chuckling. “I reckon she knows more about swordplay than all of us, combined. She cleaned out a tavern earlier tonight, and the City Guard was so impressed with her they turned her over to the army for induction instead of hauling her off to jail.”
            Tane studied her with more interest. She was fully as tall as the sergeant. Though shapely, he saw only firm muscles and no excess fat anywhere. Of course, being as lean and strong as the woman appeared didn’t guarantee she could fight.
            Her eyes met his, holding them for a moment.
            In that instant he felt a shock wave shoot through him. And knew a moment of fear. Without a doubt in his mind, Tane knew she was a woman who had killed, and killed often. The sergeant was right, he felt she was the most dangerous person in that room.
            Sergeant Gareth will come to regret manhandling her, Tane thought, and felt a moment of pity for the drunken sergeant. If she really is a priestess of Ashtar, then the Goddess of War will surely damn his soul for all eternity for treating Her priestess so crudely.
            And Ashtar wasn’t one to forget slights, and neither were Her priests and priestesses.
            Ashtar’s priesthood was trained to expertly use every weapon known. Somehow, that thought cheered Tane enough to lay his head down and go back to sleep.
            But Tane’s rest was short lived, for Corporal Pendar grabbed the woman away from the sergeant. Gareth bellowed loudly, but Pendar was younger, stronger and sober. He also had right on his side.
            “The wench is my responsibility, Sarge,” Pendar said, starting to untie her wrists.
            Sergeant Gareth started to snarl a retort, but seemed to reconsider. Scowling, he shrugged and glared at the corporal.
            “My name is not ‘wench,’” she said. Suddenly growing haughty, “I am Raven!”
            “Go back to sleep,” Pendar said. “Wake up is only a couple of hours away.”
            The recruits began settling back into their bunks as Disa turned the lamp back down. Tane glanced around, realizing that there was only one empty bunk. The Swampman’s old bunk over his would be hers. He considered getting to his feet, to explain to her how everything worked.
            “We can’t have her falling out for first call dressed like that,” Corporal Disa said, looking the Tyrian over from head to toe. “She’ll look out of place, and you know how the First Sergeant hates that.”
            “But Sergeant Baugdan will rip us a new bunghole if we wake him this late,” Pendar said.
            “Who would you rather tick off, the First Sergeant or the Supply Sergeant?” Disa said.
            “Ah, point well taken,” Pendar said. “You go back to bed. She’s my problem. I’ll take her to supply and at least get her initial issue of clothes.”
            Corporal Disa grinned at him as she turned for their room, “But don’t take too long. You still haven’t shined my boots.”
            “Bandu Invincible, will you lay off on the boots?” he exclaimed.
            Tane lowered his head and closed his eyes as Pendar and Raven left, and Disa slipped into her room.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 12
 
            Wake up was as loud and brutal as the first morning. If anything, Corporal Disa was more tenacious and demanding than Corporal Pendar. Her nasal voice quickly grew strident and grating on the nerves. Tane thought she understood that fact all too well, and went out of her way to aggravate them.
            Corporal Disa grinned from ear to ear, dark eyes a-sparkle, when she found the newest recruit, Raven, groggily sitting on the edge of her upper bunk, naked as the day she was born and rubbing her eyes long after the others had began making their bunks. Tane cursed himself for not keeping an eye out for the newcomer. It was her first morning, and he doubted she got more than two hours sleep, so it was doubtful she understood how they operated, if she even remembered where she was at. And she was bunking over him, so he considered her his responsibility.
            Unfortunately, he couldn’t look at her like that. He’d seen nude women many times in his life. But she was different. Tyrian. She was highly sexual in nature. And she scared him. He couldn’t even look at her, much less look her in the eye.
            In a baby voice, Corporal Disa said, “Poor baby. Is my little princess still sleepy?”
            “Yes,” Raven said with a sleep raspy voice. She stretched sensuously, shamelessly displaying her spectacular nude body for all to see. The sight made Tane start to shake. “It took almost two hours to get my uniform.”
            Tane’s mouth went instantly dry at the sight of her. He felt his body starting to heat up, especially his face. He looked away, trying to find something to do, something to occupy his mind, but he just couldn’t look away. He didn’t see how anyone could expect him to ever get any sleep from now on knowing that she was sleeping above him.
            “Are you going to make it, sweetie? Would you like a few more minutes of sleep?” Disa said, a cruel note starting to Taint her voice.
            Tane felt his shoulder muscles tighten. Raven didn’t seem awake enough to realize the menace in the corporal’s every word and move. He wanted desperately to warn her, to help her get started so the terrible soldier would leave them all alone. But Disa wasn’t about to release her chosen prey so easily, of that Tane was certain.
            “I’m fine. Really,” Raven said. “Just give me a moment to get my bearings.”
            “What I’ll give you is one second to get out of bed!” Corporal Disa barked, grabbing an ankle and jerking Raven off the bunk.
            To Tane’s surprise, and Disa’s too, the beautiful Tyrian hit the floor and rolled promptly to her feet as if expecting the move. Emerald green eyes blazed, her fists clenching and unclenching with rage. Tane backed out of striking distance of the two women. He noticed others in the bay looking on with eager eyes.
            Raven was taller and stronger looking. Disa appeared crueler and more like a brawler. Tane understood that Raven’s temple training ensured she was an expert in weaponless fighting, but he couldn’t count rangy Disa out either. It would be a good fight.
            But before anything unfortunate happened, Raven said tightly, “Thank you for your help, Corporal Disa. I will try to do better in the future.”
            Taken aback, and more than a little wary, Corporal Disa accepted her apology and brusquely ordered her to hurry. After a muttered threat of horse-whippings for everyone if anyone was late for first call, Disa departed. A moment later they heard her muffled voice through the thin walls deriding Pendar’s efforts at spit-shining her boots.
            “That was close,” Tane said. He looked her straight in the eye, afraid to look down. “She’s a mean one, that Corporal Disa. I’m Tane.”
            “I’m Raven,” she mumbled, though managed a half-hearted smile his way as stepped past him to start making her bunk.
            He nodded, but her chosen name struck him as odd. Oh, lots of warriors had animal names. Usually predators. Tyrians even had what they called “Warrior Names” which were frequently an animal. But she was a priestess of Ashtar, and the Goddess’s animal manifestation was the raven. Tane thought it smacked of sacrilege to go by the name Raven.
            Not that he would say anything. 
            Raven’s grumbling while making her bunk caught his attention. Tane saw she was doing a sloppy job, and nowhere close to what the corporals taught him and the others the day before. Stepping up and apologizing for his rudeness, he quickly tore apart her bed linens and remade her bed, pointing out what the corporals would be looking for. She eyed him sharply at first, but softened once she realized he was only trying to help.
            “Thank you,” she said.
            Tane wanted to say more, but she turned her back on him and started dressing. Her tunic and trousers were considerably oversized for her, even though she was almost as tall as him, with the tunic falling to her knees. He didn’t say anything when she sat on his bunk to tie up her boots, but did point out how the corporals wanted the boots laced up. She listened quietly, and followed his instructions, but said nothing. She didn’t seem like she wanted to speak to anyone. He just waited for her to finish and head for the chamber pots before going back and smoothing out the wrinkles and tightening his bunk up again.
            “You keep jumping out of your butt to wait on her, and she’ll have you so firmly wrapped around her little finger by noon, you’ll start to think you’re a pinky ring,” Joelle warned none too quietly as she slipped past Tane. “If Raven can’t pull her weight, we don’t need her.”
            “I was just being nice,” Tane said. “She’s new, and hasn’t been taught the same things we have.”
            “Let her learn the hard way, like we did,” Joelle shot back. “That’s the only way to get through to the likes of her. Tyrians are the most pig-headed, most opportunistic bunch in creation.”
            “Totally amoral,” Armin said.
            The same has been said about the Vikon, Tane thought.
            The Vikon were Tyrians driven from the Tyr Mountains centuries past, and forced to roam the world, the open road now their only home. Aside from their renown as witches, they still behaved much like their Tyrian cousins.
            Suddenly, with much bellowing and cursing, another Tyrian custom claimed everyone’s attention. Everard Boarsbane’s beloved beard had to go.
            Tane saw Quinn urgently trying to talk some reason into the man, but Everard would have none of it. His beard was his mark of manhood. To shave it was to admit he wasn’t a “real man.”
            “My friend,” Raven said. She was holding her hair protectively in both hands, then she pursed her lips in thought. “I understand. These Godsforsaken Lelts have no honor. They try to belittle and shame the very people they desperately need to save them from certain doom.”
            “Yes!” Everard said, eyes blazing.
            “But, we have sworn an oath to obey, and that would be a greater dishonor to break,” Raven said. She grimaced. “My blood runs cold to think about it, Everard, but you have to shave your beard.”
            Sergeant Gareth and the corporals stepped out of their rooms to see what the problem was at that moment. Everyone was deathly silent as they looked back and forth between Everard and the soldiers.
            “It would be worse if it was forcibly shaven off by others,” Raven said, turning scathing eyes on the three noncommissioned officers. “I’m here for you if you need me.”
            “I’ll have my vengeance,” he said.
            Everard turned back to the mirror, though sullen and growling under his breath. He took the straight razor from his army issued kit and turned to the mirror. Once he began to shave, everyone returned to what they had been doing. Tane breathed a sigh of relief as he watched Quinn begin to shave as well. Tane didn’t need to shave himself, making him painfully aware of his own youth. By Everard, and probably Raven’s, reckoning, he wasn’t a man yet.
            “Do you have a comb, Tane?” Raven asked, surprising him out of his reverie. She was running her fingers through her long hair, and not looking the least bit happy at its tousled state, either.
            “Huh? I...I mean, no,” he stammered, suddenly self-conscious of his own tangled mop of brown hair. “I forgot to pack one before I came to Kestsax.”
            Tane felt his face burning as she gave him a curious look. Her emerald eyes bore into him a long moment, then lost interest. She shrugged and headed for Joelle. He winced when Joelle ignored her request for a comb or brush, and pushed a mop into her hands instead.
            Tane and Quinn fetched buckets of water while Raven and Joelle mopped their half of the bay. Armin cleaned out the chamber pots with a member of Corporal Disa’s squad. All went reasonably well, allowing them to make formation with time to spare.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 13
 
            Corporal Pendar met them at formation, and seemed in a worse mood than the day before. Now that they had two women, instead of one, he changed the way they formed up. Quinn remained in the middle, with Raven to his left and Joelle to his right. Armin took up a position next to Joelle, and Pendar allowed it, though not looking like he particularly liked the idea. Tane took the other end, next to Raven. In battle formation, Tane understood that he’d be next to Sergeant Gareth, with Corporal Pendar beside Armin and Disa’s squad on the other side of the sergeant.
            The middle of the action, he thought with a strange thrill. Cousin Jessy would be green with envy when she learned that he was in the army she longed so dearly to join, and of his position in the line of battle. Of course, Quinn held the real place of honor in the squad, halfway between the sergeant and corporal.
            Tane was surprised to hear three reports of missing recruits, and of one missing corporal, given to the company First Sergeant. First Sergeant Dangan took the reports grimly, then promised everyone that the deserters would be hunted down and hanged, if not drawn and quartered.
            Angered by the desertions, the First Sergeant ran his company twice as hard as the previous day. Sick and exhausted men and women littered their passage through the night-shrouded streets, with furious sergeants and corporals verbally abusing them for their weakness and demanding they continue running, or else. Tane was glad, and more than a little proud, to see every member of his squad finish the run. Of course, seeing a very hung-over Sergeant Gareth empty his guts once the run was over, then stagger back to the barracks, made Tane just as happy.
            Like the previous day, Quinn looked the least affected by the run. Tane felt just as tired, but nowhere near as ill as the day before. Both Vikon still looked just as ill. Their newest member was red-faced and huffing furiously, but showed no signs of feeling ill. Tane was grateful, for he understood that women that looked like her attracted undue attention, and animosity, from superiors and other women alike. Any sign of weakness would be jumped upon instantly, and with relish.
            Breakfast went just as fast as the previous day, and all too soon Tane found himself back on the parade ground with a wooden shortsword in hand. They were paired off again for sparring. Tane sparred with Armin, while Quinn took on Joelle. The corporal took Raven aside to test her skill, which proved more than he could handle.
            “What are you grinning at, boy?” Corporal Pendar said, still rubbing the knot on his head that Raven left from her morning drill. She had made it a point to keep hitting the corporal on the same spot, over and over. “You think it’s funny? You and the Tyrian bitch, then. Have at each other.”
            To Tane’s surprise, Raven never hesitated. With a cry of “Ashtar!” that rattled him, she threw herself at Tane. Nothing he could do came close to blocking her thrusts and slices. If they had been using edged weapons, Tane realized with a cold lump that he would’ve died in the first seconds of the fight. Twice she kicked his feet out from under him, and stepped on his neck to hold him down while she gloated over her victory.
            “Let me have at her,” Quinn said.
            He was furious, and Tane wasn’t sure it was wise to allow him to spar with her. He was an elf, and many times faster and stronger than a mere human. But Corporal Pendar thought it a splendid idea, and so ordered it.
            To everyone’s surprise, Raven handled Quinn almost as easily. True, he parried most of the thrusts and cuts Tane had never seen coming, but he never once broke past her defenses. Indeed, Raven’s attack was so tenacious and intense, Quinn rarely had the luxury of mounting any short-lived attacks.
            After ten minutes or so, Corporal Pendar ordered Joelle to go against Raven. She didn’t fare any better than Quinn, and suffered a busted lip in the ordeal as well. When Armin took his turn, there was blood in his eyes.
            “No one bloodies my wife and gets away with it, woman,” he threatened.
            Tane, though still embarrassed at his sorry showing against her, felt a moment’s panic. Raven was clearly winded, her long hair plastered to her neck and her tunic soaked through. Armin was fresh, and had the added strength and stamina of an enraged man. He pounded on her weakening defenses mercilessly until he finally broke through after fifteen minutes.
            Blood erupted from Raven’s nose as she fell back with a wail. Tane tensed to move in to protect her from the Vikon, but Quinn threw an arm up to block him. He watched in horror as Armin pounded in half a dozen kicks into her rib cage, then snatched her up by the hair. It sickened Tane to see the tears flooding down her face, but now both Joelle and Quinn were restraining him. After Armin rammed a final fist into her belly, curling her up on the hard-packed ground, the elf and Vikon released Tane.
            “What was that for!” Tane screamed, near tears himself. “We’re supposed to be a team!” Turning accusing eyes on the corporal, “You’re supposed to be our leader, building a feeling of comradeship among us. But all you are is a sadistic bully, too weak to humble the woman by yourself, so using all of us to do it for you. You make me sick, all of you!”
            Corporal Pendar’s eyes blazed a moment, then he smiled cruelly. “Thanks for volunteering, Tane. Quinn, have at Tane. The rest of you stand ready.”
            Where Raven had lasted over an hour, Tane barely lasted the twenty minutes it took to throw Quinn, Joelle, and Armin against him. They all came at him with the same intensity they attacked Raven with.
            While laying on the ground and wondering if it was possible to die from such a beating, he watched as Quinn became the object of everyone’s attacks. Raven had recovered enough to step to the end of the line and finish the elf off, leaving him bleeding and groaning on the ground while Tane limped into line behind Raven.
            Joelle was next, then Armin. Everyone was thrown into that most horrible of positions three times before they broke for lunch. Three times each of them was beaten into submission by their comrades. Three times each felt the flames of pain and humiliation.
            “Did you enjoy this morning’s drill, boys and girls?” Pendar said as they stood stoically in the mess hall line, their tunics splattered with blood.
            No one answered. Tane wanted to, with a wooden sword across the bastard’s teeth. But he wisely remained mute and emotionless, staring straight ahead as he’d been taught.
            “No? Too bad, because we’re going to be doing it every morning for the next week or so,” he said, smiling cruelly. “But just so a certain person isn’t so put out and morally outraged, I’ll explain why if you want.”
            “Yes,” Tane found himself saying. Raven tensed in front of him, while he heard Quinn’s faint groan.
            “Ha! Why did I know it would be you?” Corporal Pendar laughed. “All right, Tane, why do you think I made all of you endure such punishment this morning.”
            “I suspect because you’re a mean-spirited bastard,” he said honestly, and not caring if they threw him in the stockade or not. But he added, “No disrespect intended, Corporal Pendar.”
            “None taken, boy,” he said, grinning. “Now, the reason is simple. In battle, you very well could meet similar circumstances. Once you kill the soldier in front of you, another, then another, and so on, will step up to engage you. It won’t stop after four opponents like today, but continue for what seems like all eternity, only ending with victory for the company or death for you.”
            Tane was taken aback. Could it really have been a lesson, scheduled and routine? Had he misinterpreted everything? But one look at Corporal Pendar told him he hadn’t been mistaken about everything. Pendar was a sadistic bastard, and clearly enjoyed watching them beat each other senseless time and time again.
            By that time they had reached the mess hall door, so Corporal Pendar ended with, “After lunch we’ll return for more formation drill. This time, though, we’ll stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Corporal Disa’s squad, and fight another section. And Gods forbid we should lose, for Sergeant Gareth has money riding on the outcome, and he’s a bigger bastard than I ever dreamed of becoming.”
            “I can attest to that,” Raven muttered under her breath.
            Corporal Pendar’s eyes bore into her a moment, then he grinned and strode away to eat. As he left, Tane felt his shoulders start to relax. He hurt all over. His lips were busted in two places, and one eye was blackened. All the others looked at least as bad, with Raven looking the worst of all.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 14
 
            After eating, they were marched back to the parade ground and formed up beside Corporal Disa’s squad. Like Pendar’s squad, every member of Disa’s squad was bloody and bruised.
            The section was left standing at attention for over an hour, while both corporals left for unexplained reasons. At first Tane didn’t mind. The early autumn breeze rolling over the barracks and city walls was cool and refreshing, and he was still cooling down from the morning drills. But after a while he became restless, and the strain of not moving began taking its toll.
            “Wiggle your toes,” Quinn whispered out the side of his mouth when Tane found himself suddenly light-headed and swaying. “And don’t lock your knees straight.”
            “Locking your knees will cut off the blood to your brain,” Raven whispered. Tane thought that the most ridiculous thing he’d ever heard, but noticed Quinn nodding agreement. “You’ll faint, and fall flat on your face. I suspect that is exactly what they’re trying to cause, the bastards.”
            Though doubtful, Tane followed their instructions and found himself feeling better. Still, the strain was fast becoming unbearable. How could anyone be expected to stand ramrod straight and perfectly still? And why was such a simple thing so impossible? Then the big Tyrian in Corporal Disa’s squad fell face first into the dirt.
            “See,” Quinn said. “Everard locked his knees.”
            Tane suppressed a grin. It was Everard who broke his shoulder the day before. It still ached dully, and probably would for the next weak. Joelle said the medical mage could’ve done a better job and totally healed him, but was too stingy with his hoarded energies. 
            Reckless bastard could’ve killed me, Tane thought, eyeing the Tyrian narrowly.
            “I love it when they kiss the dirt,” Sergeant Gareth laughed as he walked up from behind. Corporals Pendar and Disa were with him, and all three were in their chain mail armor and helmets. Tane wondered how long they had been behind them watching and waiting. “Welcome to the bloody army, Everard Boarsbane!”
            The now beardless Tyrian rose slowly to his feet and shook his head a second. He dusted himself off and stepped back into line as if he had meant to fall on his face, and it all meant nothing. Tane remembered his mother swearing that Tyrians knew no shame.
            The corporals took their positions at either end of the section while Sergeant Gareth walked down the line looking his troops over. He paused only twice. Once to laugh at Everard, and the last time to admire Raven’s bruised and bloody countenance.
            “Having fun, Princess Bloody-nose?” he taunted.
            “More fun than talking with you, Sergeant Black-tooth,” she countered. “Or should I say, Sergeant Black-toof!”
            Tane thought he was going to faint. Why did she say that?! Was she crazy? Did she have a death wish?
            “Really?” Sergeant Gareth said, eyes cold as ice. “I heard you cried like a baby each time you were being beaten bloody by your comrades.”
            Tane winced at his words. Only Quinn and Armin hadn’t shed any tears. But neither of them could stand for several minutes after the others were through with them. Corporal Pendar never let anyone escape without being thoroughly beaten into the ground.
            “What, no biting retort?” Sergeant Gareth said.
            “I cried for your poor mother who had to kiss such an ugly child,” she said. Tane was horrified she insulted his mother like that. “Good enough?”
            He eyed her narrowly a long moment, then grinned mirthlessly. Finally, he shrugged and continued down the line. While he had been taunting Raven, another section had formed up and started their way. Sergeant Gareth took his position beside Tane just as the other section arrived.
            “Sergeant Gareth, you bring my winnings?” the other sergeant called.
            “I brought my coin, but just for show. We both know I’ll be the one spending your hard won coin tonight,” he laughed. “My boys and girls are all warriors, born and bred. You got yourself a bunch of barefoot peasants with visions of greatness. Ha, they’ll be crying for their mommies before the afternoon is half through!”
            “They’ll be calling for that whore you call a mother!” Sergeant Jungar called back. “To celebrate their victory between her eager legs!”
            Tane was outraged. To dishonor the sergeant’s mother so! Sergeant Jungar was surely the foulest-mouthed man alive. Tane didn’t like Sergeant Gareth one wit, but for what was said about Gareth’s mother, Tane would thrash every single member of Jungar’s section to get at the man.
            “I seem to have gotten a good reaction from one of your little soldier want-to-bes,” Sergeant Jungar said, nodding at Tane. “Poor fellow, probably loves his precious little mother.”
            The sergeants and corporals all laughed, and even a few of the recruits. Tane felt his face redden even further. Glancing down at his fellow squad members, he found Quinn looking at him with concern. Raven was frowning at him. The Vikon pair just looked uneasy.
            “I’d be wary of angering my swordsmith if I were you, Jungar,” Sergeant Gareth said. “He’s as strong as an enraged bull.”
            “We’ll see,” Sergeant Jungar said. “We’ll see.”
            The two sections squared off. Tane quickly looked his opponent over. Like himself, the Lelt was strongly built. But unlike Tane, the man bore warrior tattoos and looked eager to begin. A quick glance up and down Jungar’s line showed almost half of the faces had tattoos. Peasants indeed!
            As the sergeants marched their sections forward, the corporals on both sides shouted at their troops. Pendar reminded them to remember their strokes, just like he taught them.
            An instant later the two sides fell upon each other with the crack of wood on wood, and a few screams of pain. Tane found himself completely outclassed by the Leltic warrior, and backpedaling furious to escape his blade-work.
            “Hold your bloody position!” Raven screamed after taking an opportunistic stroke in the ribs from Tane’s opponent. She lashed out at the man with a foot, then leapt at her own opponent. Tane attacked before his man could attack her again, and was rewarded with a dozen new bruises in as many heartbeats.
            After the third smack in the ribs, Tane feared he’d not last much longer. The pain was unbearable, and he saw no lesson being learned here.
            “Switch over!” Raven ordered, stepping in front of Tane and taking his place in the line.
            He took a quick step to the right, and lunged forward at the confused Jarlander who had been Raven’s opponent. Before the red-headed woman knew what had happened, Tane drove into her and curled her up on the ground with a thrust to the lower belly.
            For a brief second shame at what he’d done washed over him. Then the other squad shifted to fill the opening, bring another Lelt to face Tane. He no longer had time for shame or any other emotion. This time Tane found himself the superior swordsman, and began dishing out punishment. He noted Quinn wasn’t having any more of a problem than himself, and that Raven seemed to be toying with the Lelt that had given him so much grief. 
            “How does it feel to get rapped in the ribs?” Raven growled, eyes afire. She kicked low, forcing him back a step, then drove her blunt-tipped wooden shortsword into his ribs yet again. “Kind of gets tiring after a while, doesn’t it?”
            “You’re almost as good with a sword as you look,” Sergeant Gareth said to Raven. He and Sergeant Jungar were crossing blades, but weren’t putting any effort into it. Both men tended to watch their troopers’ performance most of the time. “Keep this up, and you might make corporal before the war is over, little priestess.”
            “You’re too kind, Sergeant Black-toof!” Raven said.
            Sergeant Jungar laughed. Tane was too busy to spare a look Gareth’s way, but he didn’t think it wise of her to continue using her derogatory name for him. Surely he wouldn’t allow her to go unpunished. Though the regular army cadre seemed terribly foul-mouthed and amoral, they didn’t take well to the recruits joining their game of taunts and insults.
            “You’ll be lucky if I leave you with any teeth, bitch,” Sergeant Gareth growled.
            “And you’ll be sorry,” she said, and savagely kicked the Lelt between the legs. He curled up on the ground, his lunch spewing across Tane’s boots. She turned baleful eyes on the sergeant, “Tonight, after drill and clean-up, I’m demanding my right to see a priest. I’m going to the temple of Sankar, and make a vow to kill the next man, or woman, who humiliates or hurts me. Aside from routine and scheduled exercises and drills, of course, that all men and women have to participate in.”
            Everyone stopped, turning to gawk at Raven. She acted as if she didn’t notice, just continuing to glare defiantly at a stunned Sergeant Gareth. Tane was confused, though thrilled as well. He didn’t like to see anyone humiliated like Gareth enjoyed doing, but also he feared for her even more. He was afraid she’d be thrown in the stockade for sure now.
            “That’s insubordination!”
            “That’s my divine right, and even King Borric wouldn’t dare withhold it,” Raven said.
            Sergeant Gareth looked pensive a moment, then brusquely ordered his section to form back up and prepare to continue, and for Raven to take her assigned place in formation. They fought on through the afternoon, with Sergeant Gareth never once rising up to Sergeant Jungar’s baiting taunts.
            After the last formation of the day, the recruits were dismissed. They were ordered not to leave the battalion area, but allowed to bathe, loiter, or clean their gear as they saw fit. As long as everything was in proper military order come morning, they were given some free time to relax before sundown and lights out.
            Each platoon was given half an hour to bathe and clean their clothes at the open air bath, with Tane’s 3rd Platoon first on that day. While one of the platoon’s five sections bathed under the water flowing from twelve spouts a good three hands over Tane’s head, the other four sections scrubbed their tunics and trousers clean. After they were through, they donned their damp clothes and headed back to the barracks.
            All but Raven, that is. She sought out Corporal Pendar and demanded her right to see a priest of her choice. He reluctantly led her away.
            “She’s got balls, that one,” Quinn said, watching their retreating forms until they vanished in the crowd.
            “Scared old Gareth witless,” Armin snickered, winking at Joelle.
            “You think it wise of her?” Tane asked Quinn.
            “No! That’s why you’ve got to admire her.”
            “Tyrians all have more guts than brains,” Joelle said. “I hope she wins. If he keeps having his way, then it might occur to him there are other ways to abuse women in his power. And other women to abuse.”
            Joelle and Armin shared a grim look. Quinn stared off into space, his face as somber as Joelle’s words left Tane feeling.
            “It’s getting to be harder all the time,” Tane said, dropping down to sit on the stone step leading into the barracks. “I didn’t like being forced into the army, and admit to being more than a little scared at the prospect of marching into battle, but at least I thought I was on the right side, the side of good. Now I don’t know.”
            Quinn sat beside him a moment before speaking.
            “I understand. This is only my second experience with an auxiliary company and forced induction,” he said slowly, seemingly lost in thought. “But you have to understand their problem, and the very real desperation they feel. I have seen the enemy, and fought him. They are terrible, ghastly. Men and women, and even children, their minds burned away and under the power of evil men. They are zombies, in name if not in fact, and utterly fearless in battle.”
            “And they’re sweeping across the Leltic Lands,” Armin said grim-faced. “Joelle and I have also fought them. I’m sure Kestsax’s General Staff and king have their own spies and scouts, and are aware of the threat rolling towards them like an avalanche of humanity.”
            “Exactly,” Quinn said, turning to look hard into Tane’s eyes. “They will be here soon enough. The Kestsaxians don’t have time to properly recruit and train soldiers. I suspect they took their best and started training them to fight the zombies, and the troublemakers and misfits were sent over here to whip us into shape.”
            Bitterness welled up in Tane.
            “Right, we’re the sword-fodder,” Tane said.
            With that solemn note, they went up to their bay and began cleaning and polishing their boots. Tane thought the military mind insane while he worked. They made them stomp around in the mud and blood all day, and expected their clothes to be spotless and their boots to be shined to a mirror finish by the next morning. What was the use! His three comrades were no help, for they all professed a fondness of clean clothes and shined boots.
            Raven returned with Corporal Pendar just at lights out. Both were grinning ear to ear. The heady scent of ale filled the air when Raven breezed past Tane. He noted she wore a long, thin votary braid at her left temple, to be kept as a reminder until she completed her vow. The God of Vows and Oaths would do terrible things to her if she failed to uphold her vow.
            Sergeant Gareth came out of his room, and stared at her speculatively. Raven grinned at him, held up the votary braid, then began undressing shamelessly for bed. Tane could hardly believe she would so brazenly taunted him with what he wanted most from her. He couldn’t look at her, so wild and wanton. And naked.
            His mouth went dry, a lump formed in his throat and it became hard to breathe. To take his mind off Raven, Tane covertly watched the sergeant as a dozen warring emotions fought for Gareth’s ugly face, from lust to fear to hate to finally resignation. He made a brusque threat about giving Raven extra duty if her boots didn’t have a proper “military” shine by formation, then stomped sullenly into his room.
            “Well met,” Corporal Pendar said to Raven, sharing a grin with her. “Well met, indeed.”
            Tane rolled over as the last oil lamp was turned low, more confused than ever. She had succeeded. He was sure everyone thought her doomed, including Corporal Pendar. But Gareth backed down, even knowing it would cause him to lose face. Raven had wagered her life, literally, that the sergeant didn’t have the stomach to chance her wrath. Pride swelled a brief instant, knowing one of his comrades had beaten the man bullying them. And then Tane knew a moment’s shame, for he knew he would never have courted such disaster. He would’ve been too afraid of the punishment for failure.
            He heard Raven crawl up into her bunk, then mutter quietly, “Life is good.”
            “It would be better if you crawled into my bunk,” Everard said from across the dark room, none too quietly, either.
            Tane tensed. Though they had assigned bunks, the Vikon couple openly shared a single bunk. Neither the sergeant nor the corporals so much as raised an eyebrow at that.
            “I’m too tired to go that far,” Raven laughed. “You come over here.”
            Tane heard a bunk creak, then the sound of bare feet heading toward him. He feigned sleep, just cracking his eyes enough to see a dark shadow stop by his bunk. A second later the man crawled up into Raven’s bunk.
            Then Raven giggled.
            That was followed by Everard’s whispered words of desire. The kissing sounds that followed froze Tane’s heart, and they were quickly followed by grunts and groans.
            Turning over, and pulling his pillow over his head as the bunk began to creak and rock, Tane thought, I don’t blame her. If I was her, I’d rather bed a proven warrior than a helpless swordsmith.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 15
 
            The temple was deserted, save for Dakar and High Priest Mogens waiting on the dais before the altar. Nizar glanced about nervously, feeling trapped. Why had he been summoned? Hadn’t he captured more territory and people than anyone else?
            Seeing the icy look the High Priest sent him made Nizar even more nervous. Both understood each other, all too well. They shared the same ambition, to be the High Priest of Dakar. When the God returned to His Holy Realm in victory, the reigning High Priest would be left behind to rule the entire world in His name. Who wouldn’t want that power for himself?
            What poison have you filled Dakar’s ears with, bastard, Nizar thought, careful to keep the burning hatred off his face.
            Still, Nizar wondered if Dakar could read his mind. An Arisen could read the minds of a devotee at anytime, anyplace. But Dakar remained too weak to surrender the avatar and return His full consciousness to His Heavenly Realm and maintain His magical link with His priesthood. In effect, He wasn’t any more powerful than an Arch Wizard or High Priest, though back in His Realm His strength and vitality grew with each sacrifice, new priest, and new altar. But, if Nizar remembered correctly, Dakar was as powerful as any God could be within the Mortal Realm. Their true power rested within Their personal Realms.
            “Divine Master, I came as soon as I received Your summons,” Nizar said, prostrating himself before Dakar. “How may I serve You, Divine Master?”
            “You have served Me well, Brother Nizar,” Dakar said. “Rise and be welcome.”
            Nizar’s heart skipped a beat. He wasn’t in trouble. Just the opposite, in fact. Was he to be rewarded? Promoted? High Priest Nizar, maybe with his own city to rule? His own region? Someone had to stay behind and watch over Dakar’s conquests.
            “I live to serve, Divine Master,” he said after regaining his feet. “My only desire is to find new and better ways to serve You, to please You even more.”
            “That attitude will serve you well,” Dakar said, nodding His approval. “Serve Me well, and all possibilities are within your grasp, even your fondest dreams.”
            Nizar’s mouth went dry, his heart hammering, at the vision of his bastard of a father and insufferable half-brothers humbled and groveling before him. Vengeance would be so sweet! He would rule the Desert Kingdoms from his father’s throne. Maybe, he would rule the world!
            “It swells my heart with joy to know my humble efforts have pleased You, Divine Master,” Nizar said, noting Mogens scowl.
            The Thanir was a threat, of that Nizar had no doubt. How great a threat remained to be seen, but he silently vowed to keep his guard up around the blonde giant. Mogens alone had around the clock access to their God, and his words were the first Dakar considered.
            “I have called you here for two reasons. First, you are My most resourceful commander. Second, it was you who discover the threat to Myself,” Dakar said. “It is that threat I wish to discuss here tonight.”
            “If there is a threat to Yourself, Divine Master, then send me to squash it!” Nizar cried. “I will not rest until You are safe.”
            Dakar’s fiery red eyes flashed even brighter at Nizar’s words, and the ardor in which he spoke them. Nizar knew he was on the right track. Tracking down and killing the threat was something his God would be eternally grateful for, and equally generous to the man who served Him so well.
            High Priest Nizar, Sultan of the World, he thought. All my dreams, and more, waiting only for me to reach out and seize them.
            Dakar spoke, breaking into Nizar’s reverie, “You are to leave immediately. Go north, to Kestsax. There you will find a young swordsmith by the name of Tane Kyleson.”
            “You want him dead,” Nizar said, believing it a statement of fact, not a question.
            “No. He is more valuable alive than dead,” High Priest Mogens said. “Our Divine Master has determined that the lad has been given the talent to forge Rune Swords, Swords of Power, that are capable of killing Gods!”
            The statement sent Nizar’s mind to reeling. Kill Gods! But They were immortal! Surely that meant They couldn’t be killed. But if the High Priest was correct, the swordsmith posed a very real threat to Dakar, and Nizar’s own plans for the future. This Tane Kyleson had to be stopped.
            “But why not just kill him, and end the threat forever?” Nizar said.
            “Because any blade that will kill Me, will kill Arisen Gods as well,” Dakar said, eyes flashing. “Captured, he can be forced to forge Swords of Power for Me. With an army armed with those holy swords, we can storm the Arisen in their very Realms and vanquish Them!”
            Yes! Nizar thought, face exultant. I can even punish the
Gods
for what They did to me! They will rue the day They turned Their backs on me!
            “My God,” Nizar said, eyes blazing, “Tane Kyleson is as good as yours.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 16
 
            Loss. Terrible, terrible loss struck Tane like a hammer blow. Hot tears flowed across hotter cheeks. And he turned back to the anvil, fist tightening on the hammer, and returned to hammering. Hammering on the sword. The heat off the forge fire scorched his face; sparks blistered his hands and arms. He kept hammering, feeling the soul-rending loss and that oppressive threat that never went away.
            It would never end. The sun would never shine. All was lost, if he didn’t finish, and quickly. Tane cried in fear, pain and loss, and kept hammering at the glowing steel. The sound rang in his ears, demanding and painful.
            Then a different crashing sound from the near distance came to him, with a different urgency. He had arrived. Huge and hideous, though Tane couldn’t see Him. Not yet. And he didn’t want to, but knew he couldn’t stop it. That terrible God of evil was coming for Tane. Coming to stop him, for once and all time.
            He was coming to damn Tane’s soul forever.
            Tane sat up, and smacked his head.
            “Damn me for a fool,” he whispered, seeing that it was still dark and quiet. Rubbing his sore head, he vowed to take an upper bunk at the first opportunity.
            Stumbling out of bed, his face hit something soft and warm. Squinting in the dark, he realized it was Raven’s arm hanging over the side. She was sleeping on her stomach with her face at the edge of the bunk. Everard lay atop her, face snuggled deep within her thick black mane, one leg and arm thrown across her possessively. To see him with her sickened Tane, for no good reason he could fathom.
            Tane studied her face a moment, marveling at how innocent and beautiful it was. Never had he ever even dreamed of a woman so beautiful, so desirable. Until she had arrived, he hadn’t realized a woman could be so beautiful, or so deadly. Of course, Quinn swore Raven wasn’t any deadlier than anyone else, that it was just the combination of incredible beauty coupled with her viciously intense fighting style that made her seem so lethal.
            Tane wasn’t sure. He wasn’t a warrior, and never really wanted to be one. He just knew he was glad Raven was on his side, in his squad. Though a lot of good that did him, for he was common-born smith and Raven was warrior-born.
            He grinned suddenly in the dark, thinking, It would probably kill Ma if I took her hand in marriage anyway, what with Ma’s fear of wild Tyrians.
            His eyes dropped to her hanging hand when it suddenly clenched, as if holding a sword, then relaxed. Her hands, which he hadn’t noticed before, looked just as beautiful as her face, despite the blisters of hard training. Beautiful hands, with long delicate fingers. Not hard warrior's hands, or even harder peasant hands, but the soft white hands of a lady. Yet, she had killed before. Of that he was certain, and she made no attempt to hide the fact. Indeed, she seemed quite proud of it. But there was a compelling softness in her, too. 
            Or is it just the fantasy in my head, he wondered. Is it just what I want her to be?
            Suddenly scared, Tane glanced quickly at her face, then at Everard. They were sound asleep. His heart started hammering at what he desired to do, planned to do. But why? He wasn’t going to molest her? Just touch her hand, to see if it truly was a soft as it looked. No harm. Nothing sinister.
            Holding his breath, Tane reached out and tenderly stroked the back of her hand with the back of his index finger. It was silky soft and warm. He stroked it again, just as tenderly as before. Then after a last look to ensure she was still asleep, he bent and gently kissed it.
            Pulling back, he glanced up to find her one visible eye open and staring at him. No emotion owned her face, but Tane found himself dumbstruck and frozen in place. Then her eye snapped closed. He waited another dozen hammering heartbeats, but she remained asleep.
            Face burning and heart thundering in his ears, Tane stumbled to the chamber pots and squatted over one, wallowing in his humiliation. What a story she would tell come morning! Everyone would be laughing at him for the next week. The next month!
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 17
 
            Morning came too soon for Tane. He was instantly alert, but frozen in bed. What would Raven say? Would she start into him right away? Or would she wait? And what would she throw at him? Scorn? Contempt? Outrage?
            Or would she just laugh?
            Her Tyrian lover dropped to the floor and staggered away, followed down by Raven. She made straight for the chamber pots without even glancing Tane’s way. Tane began to think that she hadn’t seen anything. Maybe her eye had just opened. Stranger things have happened. When he was a young boy he had walked and talked in his sleep, or so his parents said. They claimed he could even hold a simple conversation while sleepwalking.
            Encouraged by those thoughts, Tane mustered the courage to roll out of bed and get dressed. By the time he started making his bunk, Raven returned and stood by watching him. He could barely breathe with her so close, and so brazenly naked. Gods, he wished with all his heart she would get dressed and spare him such torment.
            She cocked her head as she studied him, and then glanced down at her hands. A smile tugged at her lips. Tane fought to keep his hands from shaking. Then, with a mischievous smile, she reached out and softly stroked Tane’s face.
            Tane thought he would die.
            “I’ll help you make your bunk every morning, if you’ll help me make mine.”
            The offer startled Tane, so all he could do was stammer agreement. She nodded and moved in to help him. They quickly finished his bunk, and did hers. Then fearing further conversation, and where that might lead, Tane hurried over to start cleaning up. The other men were all shaving. They professed envy of him, though Tane felt his lack of a beard just another reminder that he was the youngest and most unworthy.
            Raven was a woman, with no use for a mere boy. Even though she appeared about the same age as himself, Tane knew a vast gulf separated them in terms of experience.
            “Why so glum?” Quinn asked, pausing with two reeking chamber pots cradled in his arms.
            “Is it the nightmares you’re having?” Joelle said, coming up behind him.
            “You know about the nightmares?”
            “Everyone does,” Quinn said. “You thrash about at times. Very annoying to light sleepers like me and Raven.”
            “You and Raven?”
            “What about me?” Raven said, joining them.
            “We’re talking about Tane’s nightmares,” Joelle said.
            “Oh yeah,” Raven said. “I thought he had a woman down there once last night. My bunk was really shaking, and I heard strange sounds. Then I saw Quinn walk over and check on him.”
            “I thought about waking him,” Quinn said. “But Raven told me that dreams sometimes are sent by the Gods to help guide Their devotees through hard times. I did not wish to interfere with any divine communication, so let him be.”
            “Well?” Joelle said, turning frank eyes on Tane. “Was it?”
            Tane felt all their eyes on him. He felt flushed, and feared he was shaming himself before these proven warriors. Surely he would never earn their respect now.
            “It was just a nightmare, that’s all,” Tane said. “I have it all the time.”
            “The same dream?” Raven asked, stepping closer and looking at him with concern.
            “Yes. Why?”
            She and Joelle shared a long look that did nothing for Tane’s already frayed nerves. The village priest back in his home village of Bracklin hadn’t been concerned with the dreams. The priest said it was possible that it was Kamain’s way of telling him to go to Kestsax and make swords for the king. Now he was in Kestsax, and serving the king, but had no prospect of even seeing a forge, much less of working as a swordsmith. Was Kamain trying to tell him something? Was Kamain punishing him for failing?
            “Tell me the dream,” Raven said.
            Tane found it difficult to put into words. Mostly it was just feelings he had, of fear, dread and now soul-numbing loss. Raven seemed to think the forge of supernatural heat significant, though couldn’t explain it.
            “I’ll pray for you tonight,” she said. “Maybe Ashtar will come to me, and I can ask what is happening to you.”
            “You can speak with your Goddess?” Quinn said, doubt written all over his face. “Face to face? You’ve done it before?”
            “A couple of times,” Raven said, shrugging. “Not as often as I’d like. But the Gods don’t wait on us, we wait on Them. If Ashtar has anything to say to me personally, She will manifest Herself during my prayers.”
            Tane just stared at her open-mouthed. Kamain had never manifested before him. The village priest didn’t even claim to have spoken to his Goddess one-on-one, or any other God for that matter. Of course, he wasn’t a Kamainite like Tane, but a priest of Laures, Queen of the Arisen Gods and Goddess of Hearth and Harvest. Most of Bracklin’s residents were peasant farmers, with a small fishing population. But Father Niall was the only priest available, so served all the Gods to the best of his ability.
            “You’re a priestess of Ashtar. I’d forgotten,” Tane said.
            Raven dismissed that statement with an annoyed wave.
            “I never took my final vows to become a priestess,” she said. “I’m only a bloody acolyte of Ashtar. I wish people would stop calling me a priestess. I haven’t earned the right to that honor.”
            Even so, Tane was suitably impressed. Acolytes were permitted to perform certain fundamental rites and services, and frequently were the only servants of the Gods available in small villages. The only thing to separate Raven from a full priest was a single vow.
            “Tell me, if it’s not personal, but why haven’t you asked the Temple of Ashtar for protection?” Quinn said. “I’m sure they would take you in, and even the king wouldn’t object.”
            Raven’s response was loud and angry.
            “I tried. The High Priest accused me of being afraid to fight! The fat bastard! He told me to stop whining, and fight like an Ashtarite,” she growled, her eyes growing so dangerous that Tane and Armin backed away a step. “In fact, he said he’d volunteered all the local priests, monks, and nuns of Ashtar for manning the walls.” Her eyes flashed in anger, then cooled suddenly, reminding Tane just how volatile and dangerous Tyrians were. “Oh well, I guess it’ll be more fun marching to my death than waiting for it to claw its way up to me atop high walls. I hate waiting more than anything.”
            Tane smiled at her bit of bravado, but he could see the priest’s words had stung her deeply. She was a proud woman, and couldn’t stand to know someone as important to her as a High Priest of her beloved Goddess thought so little of her. Knowing Raven, she’d probably kill twice as many as everyone else just to prove her mettle to him.
            “What does Ashtar say about the zombies?” Quinn said. When Raven turned curious eyes his way, he said, “I saw you get up at midnight and go outside. I was curious, so followed. I saw you kneel and pray.”
            Raven nodded. “Ashtar said nothing. I wasn’t really expecting Her to come to me. It rarely happens outside of a temple.”
            “Why bother then?” Quinn said. “My Goddess, the Sweet Mother, and creator of all there is and ever will be, does not demand such subservience by Her devotees.”
            “The Sweet Mother isn’t a real – ”
            “Raven!” Tane interrupted, fearing a nasty religious fight was brewing. “Could you give me some religious instruction after the duty day is over? I haven’t prayed since before leaving home, and I feel I need priestly intervention since it’s been so long.”
            Raven and Quinn glared at each other a long moment. Tane noticed all the others in the bay, including Corporal Disa watching from her doorway, had looks of anticipation gleaming in their eyes. He prayed they didn’t get the fight they so wanted, and vowed to do whatever necessary to avoid it.
            “I’ll be glad to,” Raven said at length, slanting a speculative look at Tane.
            After she wandered off, Tane turned to Quinn and said, “Don’t take offense, my friend. You know how priestesses and such are about their Gods. Very prickly.”
            “It was unwise of me to bring it up,” Quinn said, though his eyes still bore into Raven’s back. “I should’ve known better. Humans do not understand the true nature of their Gods, or of the universe.”
            Tane and the two Vikon silently watched Quinn march out with the chamber pots in hand. Joelle and Armin shook their heads and shared a knowing look.
            “Elves think they know everything,” Armin said.
            “He isn’t an elf,” Raven said, startling Tane at her sudden return. He idly wondered how she moved so quietly in the heavy, unwieldy boots the army forced them to wear. Only Quinn moved quieter. “He’s only half-elf. Big difference.”
            “You’re crazy,” Armin said.
            “What makes you think him only half-elf?” Joelle asked.
            Raven gave them all a stern look, as if they were all recalcitrant children. “He shaves.”
            “Are you saying elves don’t shave?” Tane said, confused. “I’ve never seen a bearded elf, so they must shave.”  Of course, he thought, I can count the number of elves I’ve seen on one hand, and two of them were women.
            “Elves don’t grow beards. That’s a human trait,” Joelle said. “I’d forgotten. Raven’s right, he has to be at least part human to shave.”
            “He is also gray-haired,” Raven said. “Elves don’t get wrinkles and gray hair like humans, either. and he’s starting to get a very human paunch, though he hides it well.” She paused a moment, staring into space. “I’ve never heard of a balding elf, either. But who know?”
            Tane thought on that a moment.
            “Doesn’t matter,” Tane said. “He’s our comrade, and my friend. Just like you are, and I’ll not stand around speaking ill of him. He’s a good man, and we all know it.”
            They all looked at him with surprise. Then, shame-faced, Raven turned away to begin her clean up duties. Joelle and Armin frowned a moment, then wandered off whispering to each other. Tane watched them go, but felt good about their reaction.
            They had all spoken ill of everyone else at one time or another, but this was the first time any had shown any sign of regret afterwards. Perhaps they would make a team after all. Perhaps they could all be friends.
            The next week went much like the previous day, except everyone was issued heavy scale mail coats with double-thick iron shoulder plates and iron helmets to drill with. Tane was disgusted to learn the armor would only be for practice, and they would have to fight in whatever personal armor they owned. If someone, like himself, didn’t own any armor, too bad. He couldn’t understand the military mind that would provide protection against wooden swords, but took it away when edged steel was threatened.
            Broken bones weren’t acceptable, but the army had no problem with bloody death.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 18
 
            Nizar al-Sayyid sat his spirited gray stallion with feigned ease. The mob of refugees that shared the muddy road with him gave Nizar and his horses plenty of space, and more than a few wary looks. But Nizar gave them little notice, for the sun had already dropped below the surrounding forest and another night in that damnable, dank forest was at hand if he failed.
            The gate he intended to enter Kestsax through sat off to his right, called the Stone Dragon Gate, across the well-trampled fields where the army was preparing for the coming war. The various units had begun to assemble and enter the city for the night, unhampered by refugees since gate guards kept them away. It was time to make his move.
            Nizar urged his stallion off the road and toward the distant gatehouse. Careful to skirt the few remaining units well beyond hailing distance, he rode as quickly as his protesting rump would allow. A single gate guard moved to post himself far enough out to intercept Nizar before he could block the road with his mount and cause problems. Nizar had anticipated the move, so stiffened his spine and gather a superior aura about himself.  
            He had never owned a horse before, and rarely rode anywhere if he could avoid it, despite his mother being born a desert nomad. At the moment, the hard ride from Treversax to Kestsax had jarred him so badly he felt as if every joint in his body had been jolted loose and his rear end smashed to pulp. But despite that, he luxuriated in the knowledge that he looked like the prince he was born to be.
            Dakar had provided him with clothes and accouterments for his disguise as a prince of the Qakara Desert. His turban and veil were the crimson of desert royalty, as was his woolen cloak. Unfortunately, the turban and veil were the extent of desert apparel to be found in Treversax, so he was forced to make do with local styles and hoped no one questioned him on it. He did not anticipate any trouble, for his experience showed the Lelts and local Jarlanders knew little or nothing of his homeland. So Nizar arrived at Kestsax with dark blue trousers tucked into tall black boots, and a shirt of the softest, whitest silk he had ever encountered under a wine red brocade vest. Nizar rode unarmored, but well-armed with two throwing daggers, a belt knife, and a splendid sword. His sumpter carried two full suits of armor, one of chain mail and one of steel plate, which he wasn’t comfortable inside, but no true prince would be caught without armor.
            The sword was called a “steppe sword” by everyone save the Steppe nomads who first created them. Slightly curved, single-edged, with a disk guard and two-handed hilt, it was the preferred weapon of the fierce steppe nomads between the Desert Kingdoms and the Tyr Mountains. His sword had a bright crimson scabbard and leather wrapped hilt of dark red. It had been the personal sword of King Aballion of Treversax, said to be a battle trophy taken off a great mercenary general.
            “Halt! Declare yourself,” the young gate guard demanded.
            Nizar let his lips peel back in an arrogant sneer at the soldier. He had chosen his egress point well. The small side gate was closed to all save military traffic, so would allow him to bypass the forced inductions at the main gates Dakar’s spies had warned him about. And the look of consternation that clouded the heavily armed fellow’s face showed Nizar he had guessed correctly about the manner of man left to guard the gate as well. Common-born, the soldier possessed an inbred wariness of the high born. If nothing else, Nizar was sure the youth would see the splendid, well-mounted figure before him as noble, if not royal. Who else but a noble would dare try gain entrance through that gate?
            “I am Prince Nizar al-Sayyid of Tamera,” Nizar said, mimicking the sneering haughtiness of his half-brothers whenever they had encountered him. “Stand aside, soldier. I have business within the city.”
            “Uh, I’m sorry, milord,” he said, refusing to step aside and beginning to look around for support. “But I’m afraid I have to ask you to dismount and hand over those reins.”
            “What!”
            The soldier blanched, but remained resolute, saying, “I am sorry, milord, but by order of Borric III, King of Kestsax, all mounts are to be...uh...turned over to the army for the duration of the war. I’m real sorry, milord, but I have my orders.”
            Nizar’s smile was icy. “How amusing. But I am not your “lord,” but a prince. You will address me as ‘your majesty’ from now on. Understand?”
            “Aye, mi...your majesty,” he said. “But I still – ”
            “But nothing, cur! I am a prince and emissary of the Sultan of Tamera!” Nizar snarled, reaching for his hilt. He was careful not to draw the blade, for Nizar was sure the soldier would see through his disguise by the way he handled the sword. “Try and steal my horses, and you’ll lose your thick skull!”
            “What is going on here?!” a harsh voice called.
            A burly Lelt in strange red facial tattoos stalked out of the deep gatehouse shadows. His shoulder epaulets proclaimed him a junior captain of the City Guard. The red tattoos said the man wasn’t from a local tribe, so probably didn’t gain his position through family connections, but with hard work and proven competence. Smoldering blue eyes said the captain wasn’t in the mood for a quarrel.
            “Captain,” Nizar said, bowing slightly. “I am Prince Nizar of Tamera, an emissary of my father, the Sultan Asufu, here in your lands to assess the threat. But now I find the threat isn’t just from some unwashed horde, but from the very forces arrayed against it.”
            “I am Captain Fhilib, lord Prince,” the officer said, eyeing Nizar speculatively. “How may I be of service?”
            “Your low-born man here seeks to steal my mount,” Nizar said. He let his dark eyes flash with the very real anger he felt. “That, good sir, would be an act of war! My father, and my people, would not hesitate to respond accordingly.”
            Captain Fhilib smiled tightly, though Nizar could see the strain in doing so was almost too much to bear. Push the officer too far, and Nizar might find himself being dragged before the king. It wouldn’t be at all surprising if he found himself interred in royal splendor while an emissary of King Borric’s was sent to Tamera. It wouldn’t be unheard of for the king to demand a ransom, to compensate the people of Kestsax for the “insult” given them by Tamera’s prince. It was a common practice among the kings of the Jarlands and Leltic Lands, though was not done so much as it was a century back. Nizar didn’t care to consider what his fate would be when word returned that there was no such person as “Prince” Nizar. But then, Dakar and His host would’ve arrived in Kestsax long before any emissary could even reach distant Tamera.
            “I have to be wondering, Prince Nizar, about your lack of an escort,” Captain Fhilib said. He looked around, then back at Nizar. “Care to explain, your Highness?”
            Nizar was prepared.
            “Dead, Captain,” Nizar said, frowning as if it really annoyed him, but no more than that. “While scouting out the threat near Treversax, we ran straight into the zombies. I’m the sole survivor, Captain.”
            The captain considered that a long moment. Nizar fought off a smile. There wasn’t any way for the captain to prove or disprove Nizar’s story. And if the foreigner was telling the truth, he would come to considerable grief if he offered any offense. So Nizar watched with extreme satisfaction when he sighed with resignation.
            “Prince Nizar, as you are an emissary taking word of the insidious horde threatening us, and the whole world, with oblivion, then far be it for us to slow or hamper your way,” Captain Fhilib said. “Please accept my apologies for any inconvenience caused, and I pray you enjoy your stay in our city.”
            A hand signal moved all the guards out of Nizar’s path. Nizar curtly accepted the captain’s apology and urged his gray stallion through the gate, sumpter tagging along behind. He wasn’t totally sure he had done it until the inner gate opened and let him pass into the city. 
            Kestsax was a riot of noise and motion. Nizar smiled behind his veil to see, hear, and smell the hectic life of the city. It wasn’t unlike his home of Tamera on market day, with only the cool autumn air spoiling the experience. Within the city walls the disgusting stench of wet, rotting vegetation of the forest was cut by human waste, wood smoke, and cooking foods. He even found the closeness of packed humanity preferable to the suffocating darkness and quiet of the forest.
            Once Dakar grants me my boon, which will be dominion over the whole Qakara, I’ll never again set foot in this Godsforsaken land of humid rot, Nizar thought with a thin smile, steering his now skittish mount toward the nearest street leading off the square.
            “Ho, milord!” a red-headed youth shouted. She couldn’t have been more than ten, and short for her age. A boy looking even younger followed, with the same facial features and dirty red hair. Brother and sister. Stopping by his side, she looked up with big green eyes, saying, “We’ll look after yar horses, fer a crown copper each. We’ll take right good care of da pair, too. Promise.”
            I’ll bet you would, he thought, taking in their threadbare clothes, bare feet, and grimy faces. Within the hour you’ll either have sold them to others, or delivered them to your parents to butcher. Probably get good coin for so much fresh meat.
            Aloud he said, “I’ll don’t need to worry about that, little lady. Since I intend to leave by ship, I’d rather you guide me to the man willing to pay the most for the pair.”
            A frown creased her brow a moment. Her little brother watched her intently.
            “Same price, and ya gots a deal,” she finally said, jaw set defiantly.
            “Do you have names?” he asked, amused despite himself.
            He almost felt bad about what he intended to do to them. But his first consideration had to be finding the swordsmith called Tane Kyleson. And street urchins, especially such hustlers as this pair, would make the perfect scouts.
            “Name’s Sindy and he’s Uthor,” she said, jabbing a finger at her grinning brother. “An’ we ain’t got no time to be a socializin’ if’n you want to sell yar beasts afore nightfall. If’n it takes till the morrow, it’ll cost ya another crown copper, each.”
            Nizar smiled behind his veil. At her age, he had been just such a hustler himself. Anything for a coin, and woe to the unwary. The price was reasonable, since he would gain ten times the true value of the animals under the reigning conditions within the city. And it did his heart good to know that the arrogant stallion that had so battered his rear would likely be carved up and sold by the sizzling fistful.
            “You have a deal, little lady,” he said, swinging out of the saddle. He took care not to show any sign of pain or discomfort. Desert royalty rode, were as much born to the saddle as steppe nomads. “But before I sell my horses, I’d like you to lead me to a good inn to drop off my clothes and supplies. There will be a meal, and another crown copper in it for you both.”
            The children’s faces lit up at mention of a free meal. Nizar inwardly cringed at their open, gap-toothed smiles. Such an immodest display! By the Gods, he could see their teeth and tongues!
            “Follow me!” the girl said, setting off down a side street little wider than his sumpter’s wicker packs. “Ole man Hywel’s gots da cleanest rooms in da Pictis District. An’ da safest against thieves.”
            Hywel’s place, the Forest Haven Inn, was a sprawling affair of stone and thatch, with more gables than Nizar could count and at least a dozen smoking chimneys. The golden glow of the windows was as welcoming as the aroma of roasting pork emanating from the establishment. Nizar thought it a shame the place would likely be burned to the ground by the coming battle and siege, and its proprietor enslaved or killed.
            The innkeeper proved to be a whip thin man with just a fringe of steel gray hair circling his shiny pate and a permanent scowl. His wife and three daughters were all pleasantly plump and cheerful. His one son, not much older that Nizar’s lead guide, was as plump as his mother and older sisters, but surly as his father.
            “Innkeep, please provide my little friends with hot food while my belongings are being carried to my room,” Nizar said after paying for a week in advance. That was ten days in the local calendar. Dakar’s army would be there by then, two weeks at the most, so he needed to find the swordsmith well before that.
            “Pork,” Sindy said.
            “An’ taters!” Uthor chimed in. “Lotsa taters.”
            Nizar personally supervised the transport of his baggage to the small room at the head of the stairs. After the innkeeper and son had departed, grumbling about prickly foreigners, Nizar took out a piece of enchanted chalk. He drew the symbols of power the High Priest had taught him around the window and door. Only after his room and belongings were thus protected from thieves and curious staff did Nizar return to the common room.
            As expected, the urchins had already devoured their meal and were demanding more.
            “If I get a good price for my horses, then I might consider feeding you again,” he said.
            The look in Sindy’s bright eyes said she looked forward to that meal.
            Sindy and Uthor led Nizar three streets over to another inn. He was introduced to a dark, heavyset woman in a greasy apron by the name of Riska. She smiled hungrily at his horses.
            While the two youths stood by quietly, Nizar and Riska haggled heatedly over price. In the end, Nizar got four times the peace time price for good horses, but had to throw in their tack as well. Not as profitable as he had hoped.
            Grumbling, Nizar stalked away. He was a good twenty paces away when he noticed the urchins weren’t with him. A glance back showed the pair each receiving a coin from a reluctant Riska. That cheered him up a bit. Those coins would soon be in his purse, along with the others he’d already given them.
            The sudden ringing of a hammer on steel reminded him of his mission. When the urchins caught up, he took them just inside a dark alley and pointed at the smithy across the street.
            “I’m looking for a man in Kestsax. He’s a smith, a swordsmith,” Nizar said. The urchins were staying just out of reach. He lowered his voice conspiratorially, to draw them in closer. “His name is Tane Kyleson. Have you heard of him?”
            They grew intent, stepping closer to hear.
            “Na,” Sindy said, getting a crafty look about her as she considered. “But I kin find him fer ya. Fer a price.”
            “Naturally,” Nizar said, opening his purse.
            They children eased closer, eyes bright.
            He took out two shiny copper coins. They held out their hands.
            A coin in each hand, Nizar reached out.
            As soon as skin touched skin, he had them.
            Without a word, his foul magic was cast through that contact. Uthor stiffened, while Sindy managed a startled gasp before the life drained from her eyes. In less than a heartbeat his cunning guides became his mindless slaves.
            While he riffled through their tattered clothes, stealing all their hard-earned coin, Nizar said, “Now, children, you will not rest until you have found Tane Kyleson, or anyone even remotely looking like him.”
            He muttered a prayer, conjuring up a chaotic swarm of pinpricks of colored lights. Tane’s likeness soon coalesced before them. There was no sign either child was awed by the magical likeness, but they were quite intent on the image.
            “Go and find him, and find him fast,” Nizar said. “Report back to me at the inn at least twice a day.”
            They turned and raced away in opposite directions without a word.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 19
 
            Nizar sat in the Forest Haven’s common room, waiting. It was late afternoon, and time for his spy to report her findings. Sindy arrived right on time. Nizar grinned, for if nothing else the zombie slave was prompt.
            The child scrambled into the chair opposite Nizar and waited obediently. She was a slave, and dared not speak unless bid to do so. It was Nizar’s will. He smiled, for soon it would be his arrogant half-brothers attending him so slavishly.
            He glanced at the empty chair beside Sindy. Uthor hadn’t been seen since the second day. It was of little concern to Nizar, and not unexpected. The city was a dangerous enough place for children under the best of circumstances, but with so many refugees of every stripe crowded in, it became double dangerous for everyone. When she was freed of her enchantment, if ever, Sindy would undoubtedly be grief-stricken.
            Nizar pushed the bowl of stew to Sindy and motioned for her to eat. She was even skinnier and dirtier than when he enslaved her a week back. Five days ago he began making her report to him three times a day, in part to ensure she ate enough to maintain her strength.
            “Do you have anything to report?” he said, bracing himself for another disappointment.
            “Uh-huh,” she said, barely pausing as she shoveled thin vegetable soup into her mouth.
            At first Nizar didn’t realize what she had said. It took him a moment, but asked, “You found him?”
            “Yes.”
            “Where?” he demanded, half rising from his seat.
            “Outside,” she said, then shoveled the last bit of soup down. “He is a soldier, an’ comin’ dis way.”
            “Soldier?” Nizar said, taken aback. Then realization struck. Of course, the forced inductions! “You say he’s coming this way? Even as we speak?”
            “Yes.”
            Nizar rushed around the table, jerking her out of her chair as he headed for the door.
            Shoving her into the narrow street, “Show me.”
            Sindy merely pointed to her left. “He is ‘bout halfway back down da line.”
            She pointed at a company formation of weary soldiers. They were wending their way through the street vendors and refugees, heading toward the Three Temples garrison. All wore armor and helmets, hiding most of their features.
            As the company colors approached, and an angry sergeant barked orders for him to make way, Nizar pulled Sindy to the side to allow them to pass. He didn’t see how he’d find Tane Kyleson in that quick-stepping river of uniform soldiery.
            “Point him out when he passes,” Nizar commanded.
            Sindy nodded, and waited with the calm patience of a mindless zombie. Nizar’s heart raced to be so near the end of his mission. And to have succeeded!
            I’ll be High Priest Nizar within the week, he thought.
            “He is comin’,” Sindy said.
            Nizar turned to look down the stream of soldiers. They all looked the same to him. All gray and grim. Men and women. 
            Then an arm shot out and snatched a fistful of pecans from a vendor. The robbed man cried out angrily, but was too pressed to pursue. The thief chuckled as she approached Nizar’s position, passing pecans up and down the line to her comrades.
            The man in front of her was Tane Kyleson, woefully shaking his head even as he crushed a pair of pecans together and covertly began picking the sweet meat out. As his prey passed not one pace in front of him, Nizar was surprised again by a darting hand flying at his face.
            In a move almost too fast to see, the black-haired pecan thief stripped away Nizar’s veil. Her emerald green eyes were full of wicked glee at the look of shock he showed her. Then to his surprise, she winked at him.
            And they were gone.
            “Follow them,” Nizar commanded quietly as he hastily replaced his veil. His eyes were full of hate on the back of the brazen woman that had so shamed him. “I want to know exactly where they are staying, including which barracks.”
            Sindy silently slipped away on bare feet as he watched Tane Kyleson disappear around a corner. The little urchin moved more quickly and nimbly than any zombie slave he’d seen before.
            “You are mine, swordsmith,” he whispered. “And there isn’t anyone in the world that can save you.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 20
 
            After a long two weeks of company pitted against company training, the most emotionally and physically demanding ordeals Tane had ever known, the members of Fox Company were declared soldiers and took up duties as such. They received new dark blue “auxiliary” tunics, to distinguish them from the regular army soldiers.
            Quinn wasn’t at all pleased at the end of training, grumbling about the “half-baked” training, and the “ill-bred” officers and sergeants who were condemning them all to bloody death. The Vikon couple was quite pleased to end the grueling training, and the opportunity to take up more leisurely duties on the city walls. Raven was eager for the promised pass that night, to indulge in some “good ale and bad men.” Tane agreed with Quinn, knowing he for one needed much more training, but wouldn’t miss it one bit.
            The official end of training brought the return of all their personal weapons. Tane spent all morning polishing his sword, and fighting off Raven’s attempts to lure him into a game of chance. She was broke, due to bad luck at the nightly dice game down in First Platoon.
            “You’d be better off forgetting about drinking and dicing,” Tane said. He nodded at the two-handed hilt just protruding over her shoulder, trying unsuccessfully to dampen his disapproval, and said, “I haven’t seen you even look at your sword. A good warrior always tends his, or her, sword before all other concerns.”
            Raven was properly scandalized by his remark, turning beat red for a moment. Then after gaining control of her rage, she smugly pulled her sword with a flourish.
            Tane was shocked at what he saw.
            “She’s Duran Steel,” Raven said, laying it across her hands for him to get a good look. “Her name is Tasheba.”
            Tasheba was the first Duran Steel blade he had ever seen. It was a steppe sword with a black hilt, silver-cased disk guard, and a mirror-finished blade. And it was glorious. 
            Spotting the twin quarter moon mark of the House of Duran just above the guard, he asked in hushed voice, “What is her enchantment?”
            All Duran Steel blades were enchanted. Different blades, and Duran Steel armor, too, had different enchantments, to protect or aid the wielder. No Duran Steel blade had ever been known to rust, much less break. In all likelihood, Raven’s sword was worth a king’s ransom.
            “Tasheba protects me against magical attack,” Raven said, lovingly caressing the sword with adoring eyes. “She was given to me by the love of my life, the man who freed me from slavery.”
            Tane forgot the sword, to look in astonishment at Raven.
            “You were a slave?”
            She gave him a strange look, as if he was crazy.
            “Yes,” she said, trying to force a smile. “I thought everyone knew.”
            Tane was shocked. It was inconceivable. She was too fast, too cunning. Then he remembered what she was.
            “Who would dare enslave a priestess?”
            Raven slanted a sharp look at him, sheathing Tasheba.
            “Not everyone is as awed by priests and priestesses as you are, Tane,” she said. “But, I told you, I’m not a priestess, though everyone seems to want to name me one.” Pain flashed across her face, making Tane wish he hadn’t asked her about it. “My enemies captured and enslaved me, condemning me to the most humiliating slavery imaginable.”  
            Tane felt his face burning, wishing he could think of something to take away her pain. Then she began unbuttoning her trousers. Before he could stop her, Raven yanked the homespun down to her upper thighs and pointed to a tiny red heart tattoo beside her pubic hair.
            “My mark of ultimate shame,” she said. It was the tattoo only a slave trained in the Arts of Love bore. A Silk Slave. “I should pay a mage to remove it, but I can’t seem to do it. Maybe it’s part of the training I was subjected to, or maybe I just need something to remind me that I’m not invincible.”
            “No one is invincible,” Tane said through a tight throat, hands clenched to stop their shaking.
            He had heard the horror stories about the six month ordeal of ceaseless sexual, mental, and magical abuse in a Slave House. Powerful mages and witches used their magic to warp and pervert the slave’s mind and nature, while men and women taught her how to please in every way imaginable.
            Raven snorted contemptuously, “Well I certainly proved I wasn’t! Gods, you should’ve seen how I groveled. I would do anything for my masters, my trainers, anyone, and when I managed to be pathetic enough, to grovel prettily enough to gain a compliment, I was so proud, so pleased with myself. Gods, I was a slave, in every respect.”
            Tane’s throat grew tighter as she bowed her head, tears rolling across her cheeks. He wanted to hold her, to comfort her, but felt touching her was the last thing he should do. Then she lifted teary eyes to him.
            “That’s the real reason why I’m still here,” she said. Her voice was hoarse, forcing her to cough to clear it before proceeding. “Silk Slaves are trained with magic. Magically enslaved, sort of like the zombies out there. Magic was used to train and punish me day in and day out, used to warp my mind and body to their perverted will. I know its power.”
            “You want to save the zombies?”
            She smiled balefully, “I want to kill the bastards who are magically enslaving them.”
            The garrison alarm bells began tolling.
            Raven stood up, a mad joy claiming her eyes, “Finally, the zombies have arrived.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 21
 
            Tane rushed out to the parade ground, only to find the company’s sergeants and corporals yelling for everyone to draw their weapons and armor, then fall into company formations. Raven ran up a few minutes later, winded and flushed. She pushed into line in front of Tane, bringing forth several angry comments from the others behind them.
            “What? You’re all that eager to die?” Raven said. Her emerald eyes flashed with challenge as she looked back down the line. “First in is first dead. Who wants to jump ahead of me?”
            Everyone got deathly quiet. Her words sent a cold chill down Tane’s spine and made his stomach begin to twist up.
            “Where have you been?” he said, more to break his train of thought and concentrate on anything other than the coming fight.
            “I went up to the walls...and had a quick look,” Raven said between huffs. “Can’t see any of them yet. All I could see was a wall of dark clouds slowly moving our way. I was told it marks the edge of the zombie horde.”
            “Do you think we can stop them?” Tane said.
            “No.”
            He waited for her to elaborate, but she just looked up the line impatiently. What little confidence the training had instilled in Tane began to melt.
            “Why do you think they’ll win?” he said.
            “Too many of them for us to kill,” she said. Her matter-of-fact tone startled him. Then she started to braid her hair as they waited, outwardly unconcerned with their impending doom. He wondered if she felt any fear or dread. “The wall of clouds stretches from horizon to horizon. And if the clouds really do mark the advance of the zombie horde, then the best we can hope for is to hold them at bay until the Jarlander cities muster their combined armies and crush the zombies and their master.”
            “How long will that take?” Tane said, fearing the answer.
            Raven smiled sadly. “I don’t even know if the Jarlanders know about what is happening down here.”
            “Then we’re doomed,” he said, a chill sweeping down his spine.
            Raven squeezed his hand, smiling warmly. “Not necessarily. There are always survivors, no matter how crushing the defeat. If I have my way, I’ll be one of those lucky few. I hope you’ll be coming with me, too.”
            “Me? Why?”
            “Why not?” she said. “You’re the only friend I have here. I’d be lost among enemies without you.” 
            Stunned by her admission, and totally at a loss as to what to say, Tane was saved from responding by their arrival at the armory door. The harried armorers were brusque and demanding. Raven asked for and received her steel cuirass. It was stained black, with enough dents and scratches to prove an active life.
            Tane stepped up to the window as she departed. He already had his sword, so only needed his knife and daggers.
            They found both Vikons back in formation, with Joelle casting bones to discern their immediate futures. Joelle and Armin wore their Vikon armor over their tunics, with steel grotesque helmets of frightening designs protecting their heads.
            As he stopped beside Raven, she ran her eyes disapprovingly over him.
            “You really need armor,” she whispered as if afraid to interrupt Joelle’s spellcasting.
            “I know, but they won’t issue me any.”
            “Well, don’t be squeamish about stripping the dead for armor,” Raven said. “It’ll probably be covered in blood, or worse, but it’ll save your life if you live long enough to get it on.”
            Oh great, now I’m going to be forced to desecrate the dead, Tane thought. First this war doomed my life to a bloody end, and now my immortal soul might be damned as well.
            “Tane! Take this,” Quinn said, running up from behind. He was loaded down with a chain mail vest and a pair of iron helmets. “Hurry and put this on.”
            “Shining Gods, you do care!” Raven laughed, eagerly plopping a battered iron helmet on her head. “You handsome rascal you.”
            The half-elf paused to look at her with alarm as Tane took the light mail vest from him. Holding it up to examine, he found it to be of poor quality. The tiny iron rings were thin and specked with rust. None of them were riveted closed, much less welded. The mail would offer little protection, but it was better than nothing.
            “Where did you get this?” Tane said as he struggled into the unfamiliar armor. The mail vest didn’t open up in front like their practice armor had, forcing him to lift it over his head and squirm into it. He found it to be a little on the snug side across his shoulders. “Is the army providing it?”
            “Don’t ask,” Quinn said, giving one of his rare grins.
            “Never ask where a gift came from,” Raven said, winking at the half-elf. “It’s bad manners.”
            “Oh Gods,” Tane moaned. “We’re not going to get into trouble for stealing, are we?”
            “Not as much trouble as you would be in if you march into battle without armor,” Raven countered, eyes flashing. “So stop your whining and thank Quinn nicely. There aren’t many men in this world who’d risk so much for another person he barely knows.”
            “No need for thanks,” Quinn said, though visibly pleased by her words. But he quickly regained control of himself, saying solemnly, “Don’t worry, Tane. I didn’t steal anything. Not really. At least not from another soldier.”
            “The armory?” Armin said, grinning. Joelle was looking up from where she was kneeling over her six tiny bone dice, nodding her approval. Studying Tane’s vest a moment, Armin said, “This looks like the standard issue armor for the Kestsaxian Royal Army’s archers and slingers.”
            “I’m impressed,” Raven said, a twinkle in her eyes. “I’ve been a bad influence on poor Quinn. Turned him into a regular Ashtarite, I did.”
            “What?” Quinn said.
            The half-elf looked so alarmed everyone laughed.
            “Fall in 3rd Platoon!” Lieutenant Artair called. Everyone immediately took their position. “Sergeant Knut, report!”
            Everyone was there, save one of Corporal Disa’s men who still stood in line to draw his arms and armor. He arrived a few minutes later, huffing and puffing. It was another ten minutes before the entire company was formed up and ready to march. And march they did.
            Without preamble, or even a brief description of what they would face, or what their mission was to be, Captain Kenelm turned them toward the nearby Three Temples Gate and ordered First Sergeant Dangan to get them moving. There was some confusion and frantic shouting at the gate as several companies tried to exit at the same time. Tane thought it ridiculous for them to fight over who had the right of way, and who outranked who, when the winner only won the right to die first. In the end, Captain Kenelm’s company of auxiliary foot departed third of five.
            “Can’t we march any faster?” Raven shouted as they marched across the drawbridge. “I’ve needed to kill something for weeks now!”
            To Tane’s surprise she wasn’t reprimanded, or even shouted at. The captain and lieutenants grinned, as well as a number of other soldiers. Then Everard Boarsbane bellowed a battle cry, shaking his great battle-axe at the heavens. Raven, all the other Tyrians in the company and a good number of the Jarlanders and Lelts answered him with their own blood-lusty battle cries.
            “Sergeant Black-toof, how about a marching song to show those craven bastards in the companies slowing us down how real soldiers march to their glory!” Raven called, even though the sergeant was just two men in front of her in line. “I know a couple of really interesting ones, if you don’t mind.”
            So Raven began. Tane was a little taken aback by how risqué her song choices proved to be, especially coming from a woman who was one of Ashtar’s Own. The other men and women loved them, though, singing at the top of their lungs. Soon others led the company in marching songs. Even Quinn led the company in a song, and no less risqué than any Raven offered up.
            After he got over his initial shock, Tane found he rather liked them. They were designed to mark their cadence at the same time they sparked their pride and fighting spirit. In fact, the effect bled over to other companies, who began singing their own cadence. Soon the countryside boomed with thousands of singing voices. Tane felt himself swelling with the pride of being a soldier.
            Refugees heading north hurried past the soldiers marching south through the towering, dark forest. Many refugees stopped to cheer them on, but most looked to be frantic with fear and dread. Entire families carried all their worldly possessions as they hurried by, while others had nothing but the clothes on their backs.
            It was almost an hour into the march before they broke free of the thick forest at the top of a hill and saw what awaited them. All singing ceased at the sight. The horizon was burning, belching thick black smoke to feed the glowering cloud bank that paced the invaders.
            “Don’t be greedy, boys!” Raven shouted. “Looks like plenty of glory for one and all down there!”
            All the Tyrians burst out laughing. A few of the Jarlanders tried to feign the same disregard for danger, but all Tane felt was cold dread creeping up his spine. His nightmares of doom and despair came unbidden to his forethoughts.
            They marched on in silence for the rest of the afternoon. The forest became taller and darker the farther they got from the city. Every few miles they passed through hastily abandoned villages, their farmlands providing the only break in the dark forest road, where they were hit yet again by the sight of the somber gray wall of clouds closing on them, needlessly reminding them of what awaited at the end of the march.
            At sundown Captain Kenelm halted the company in an abandoned village. It was large enough that each squad got its own hut to spend the night inside. The huts were typical Leltic structures, looking like piles of hay from a distance. In fact, they were thatch over a wooden frame from smoke hole to ground. Despite appearances, Tane knew they were warm and comfortable in any weather.
            Every squad provided one person for a salvaging detail. Pendar sent Quinn, while Raven was given the first two-hour watch. The rest made pallets of straw and blankets on the hard-packed dirt floor while Corporal Pendar built the fire.
            It was full dark before Quinn returned with arms laden with vegetables, bread and a joint of meat. It looked like plenty of food to Tane, until he was told it was both dinner and breakfast.
            They all sat around the fire watching the corporal prepare a meat and vegetable soup. The aroma emanating from that black cast iron pot sang to Tane, making his mouth water after a long day on forced march. Pendar declared their meal ready none too soon.
            Corporal Pendar carefully rationed it out, to ensure they all had a hearty breakfast come morning. He then surprised Tane by relieving Raven on watch so she could eat before he had anything.
            “Shining Gods, I haven’t been this tired and hungry since I was being trained as a Silk Slave!” Raven declared, wolfing down her meager fare.
            Tane blanched. He had thankfully forgotten about her terrible ordeal. The others hadn’t known, for they all stopped eating to stare incredulously at her. Raven didn’t seem to notice.
            “This is delicious! Who cooked it?” Raven said, thankfully shattering Tane’s train of thought.
            “Corporal Pendar,” Tane said.
            “Really?” she said, eyes sparkling with mischief. Turning to the door, she shouted, “Hey, Corporal Pendar! Will you marry me? Come on, man, don’t deny me. You stole my heart with this dinner, and you know it, you scheming rogue you.”
            Everyone chuckled. Tane felt some of the oppressive weight resting on his soul lighten. Raven winked at him as she stealthily scooted closer to Quinn. The half-elf was lost in his own world, as usual, mostly just staring at his food. Raven was hip to hip with him before he realized she was there. Everyone, save Quinn, burst out laughing when she kissed him on the cheek.
            “By the Sweet Mother! Why did you do that?!” he cried, leaping to his feet.
            “He’s shy!” Raven cried, delighted with what she’d wrought. “Gods, I love shy men. They’re so sexy and desirable. Makes me want to have their babies.”
            “Don’t talk like that! You know it would never work between us,” he said, red-faced.
            “Then you’ve considered it!” she cried, leaping to her feet. “I knew you cared! Kiss me.”
            “Raven,” Corporal Pendar called from the door, grinning as well. “If you’re terrorizing Quinn, then you’re finished eating and can take your post again.”
            Shaking her head woefully, Raven started for the door, saying, “I’m sorry, my love, but duty calls. I hate it, but I did swear an oath to serve the king.” She suddenly paused in the door, slanting a provocative look at Quinn. “But you know where I’m sleeping. Come see me when your watch is over. We’ll keep everyone awake for an hour or two.”
            Quinn’s eyes went wide and his face burned red. The others laughed at him and returned to their meals. He stared at the empty door.
            Corporal Pendar served himself and left the rest of the soup in the hut’s cast iron cauldron. He placed the cauldron near the fire to keep it warm, and then started into his own plate with the same gusto Raven had shown. Quinn began pacing the hut, casting worried looks at the door every so often. Armin finished his food and started honing his sword while Joelle returned to her casting of the bones.
            “How do the bones look?” Corporal Pendar said.
            “Nothing conclusive,” she said, agitated. “They don’t say we’ll win or lose, just that there is terrible danger.”
            “At least we know they aren’t lying to us,” Tane said, getting an unintended laugh from the group.
            Armin chuckled. “The bones never lie, friend. They are never clear in their message, either. But if you can discern what they say, you can move to make the opposite happen.”
            “Fate isn’t written in stone,” Joelle said, and cast the bones again.
            Finishing his meal, Corporal Pendar stretched and yawned, saying, “I suggest you all bed down now. It’ll probably be one of the longest and hardest days of your lives tomorrow. Armin has second watch, followed by Quinn, Tane and then Joelle. I want to be awakened at the same time as Joelle so I can go get our marching orders before we eat.”
            Tane, who was sitting on his pallet, nodded and laid down. Though it was cooling quickly outside, inside the hut it was comfortably warm. He let the crackling of the fire lull him into sleep as the others found their own beds.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 22
 
            Nizar stumbled through the forest, skirting the dark village surrounded by wary soldiers. He bit back a curse as pine needles jabbed at his eyes. Glowering at the torchlit village that had forced him to leave the relative comfort and safety of the road, he vowed they would all pay dearly.
            But Nizar had more important considerations, so gingerly picked his way through the thick stand of young conifers. With the untimely arrival of Dakar’s army, he had lost track of Tane’s whereabouts. If he wasn’t careful, he would lose more than just the swordsmith. He could lose his God’s divine, and quite generous, gratitude.
            Dakar wants the swordsmith, he thought, so He’ll get him. One way or another. Then he recalled High Priest Mogens. But I’ll kill the smith with my own hands before I allow that opportunistic Thanir cur to capture him and gain Dakar’s favor.
            Pausing to rest a moment, Nizar glanced up at the heavens with murderous intensity. Surely his misfortune was the work of the Arisen. They had been against him since before he was born. Taliope had slapped him down too many times for him not to recognize Her hand in it now. He idly wondered if maybe, somehow, High Priest Mogens was secretly conspiring with Them to bring about Nizar’s downfall. Perhaps Mogens was an Arisen spy. Or a traitor.
            Nizar smiled at the thought.
            Perhaps, if Mogens gets in my way, I can innocently wonder aloud at his motives. My Divine Master will surely be suspicious, he thought, his black eyes glinting in the scant light. I’m sure Dakar has ways of learning the truth from traitors. Very nasty methods, too.
            It was well past midnight when Nizar heard the first sign of Dakar’s army. Zombies weren’t subtle in anything, so made enough noise as they patrolled the night forest to alert even a city-born Qakaran like Nizar of their presence.
            A spoken prayer alerted the zombies of his presence, and gained him unimpeded passage through their ranks. Soon enough he emerged from the night forest to find a pavilion erected in the middle of a fallow field. Armed men with alert eyes surrounded it.
            Nizar bristled when one of the mercenaries challenged him. His tone, and words, were clear threats of deadly violence at the least provocation. With growing impatience, Nizar admitted he didn’t know the password and waited for another priest to come identify him.
            “Welcome, Brother Nizar,” High Priest Mogens called as he entered. It was hot and stuffy within the pavilion, with a thick cloud of smoke blanketing the ceiling. A dozen suckling pigs were spitted over a centrally located fire, the aroma making Nizar’s mouth water. “I see you didn’t bring the swordsmith, or his head, so I assume that means you failed.”
            Everyone grew quiet as all eyes turned to Nizar. Despite Mogens’ long face, Nizar saw a gleam of good humor in the High Priest’s eyes.
            “Not so, Your Grace,” Nizar said. “I was poised to capture the fiend this very night, but your arrival brought the Kestsaxian army out to fight you. And Tane Kyleson is a soldier within its ranks.”
            Several priests sucked in their breath at Nizar’s ill-concealed charge. For a moment Nizar thought he had gone too far. His frustration was making him reckless. Now that he thought of it, he was sure Mogens and the others wouldn’t be here if Dakar hadn’t ordered it.
            “Then we still have a chance to capture him,” High Priest Mogens mused, idly tugging at his left mustache. The suddenly crafty look in his eyes warned Nizar to caution. “You know where he is? Right this moment?”
            Nizar smiled tightly as the tension in the pavilion eased. How much did he dare confide? High Priest Mogens understood the importance of the swordsmith far more than anyone save Dakar Himself. He had no doubt Mogens wanted their God’s favor for himself, as well.
            Over my dead body, Nizar thought.
            Aloud, and humbly as well, Nizar said, “I don’t know his exact location, Your Grace. But I know which road his unit took, so I know roughly where to find him when the battle commences.”
            “Excellent. I will personally inform our Divine Master of the fine service you performed for Him,” Mogens said. Then waving a hand at a map spread out upon a side table, “So...tell me, where exactly will this swordsmith turned soldier be deployed?”
            Nizar studied the map a moment. Kestsax was marked as a red circle, with all the roads leading out of the city drawn in remarkable detail. Strange lines and markings that Nizar didn’t understand, but understood to be military symbols for certain types of military units, were marked in two colors. The black lines were clearly Dakar’s forces, while the red lines seemed to be from a dozen kingdoms and cities scattered across a wide front.
            Tane had been garrisoned just inside the eastern-most city gate, so must have left by it. Nizar hadn’t been there to watch, not expecting Dakar’s host for another day or so. He had been busy starting an altar site to Dakar in the basement of the Forest Haven Inn, with the newly enslaved innkeep and family ordered to hide and safeguard it. Within that sanctum, Nizar could’ve held the swordsmith hidden from even the Arisen and their priests until the city fell.
            But thanks to Mogens’ quick progress from Treversax, Nizar’s well-laid plans were all in ashes. There was no doubt in his mind that Mogens was eager to deprive him of all credit and rewards. Nizar couldn’t allow that to happen.
            Pointing to two roads leading south out of Kestsax, Nizar said, “All of the Kestsaxians are marching down these two roads. Tane Kyleson’s unit is coming down the western-most road.”
            High Priest Mogens studied the map a long moment.
            “Then we will be ready for him,” Mogens said. “And it is fortuitous for us that you arrived when you did, for Sister Alexa failed our Divine Master this afternoon. She was sacrificed at sundown.”
            “I don’t understand,” Nizar said.
            Giving him a fatherly smile, all full of feigned pleasure, “I am giving you the honor of her command, Brother Nizar.”
            Keeping his face impassive, he said, “You honor me, Your Grace. And just where is my new command deployed?”
            “Why, I do believe it is the extreme eastern flank, if I’m not mistaking,” High Priest Mogens said, glancing about the map as if the thought hadn’t occurred to him. “Why yes, so it is. An honor, I think you’ll agree, to be given so important a command.”
            Nizar bowed low, fearful the wily old brigand turned priest would spy out his pleasure, saying, “I am unworthy, Your Grace, but thank you.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 23
 
            Soul-numbing oppression swept over Tane as he beheld the God. Huge and reeking of menace, the dark, horned deity towered over him and his friends. Joelle chanted behind him, her hands glowing with magical energy, while Armin stood guard beside her. Quinn and Raven stood to either side and shoulder to shoulder with Tane, both growling low in their throats at the hideous monster of a God menacing them.
            “Serve me, Tane, as you would those pathetic cowards your kind chose over the True Gods,” He demanded, voice rumbling like distant thunder. “Serve me willingly, or you and your friends will die.”
            “Never!” Tane cried, tightening his grip on Bearclaw. “I will not betray Kamain for you, Old One!”
            “Well said, Tane!” Raven said, leaping forward to skewer the dark God.
            But even Raven’s lightning reflexes proved inadequate. The God’s massive, taloned hand leaped out and seized the Tyrian by the throat. She kicked, cursed and clawed, but to no avail.
            “Serve me! Swear it!” He demanded of Tane, lifting Raven up like a trophy.
            “No!”
            His hand tightened, oh so slowly. Raven’s struggles became frantic, then suddenly she tensed wide-eyed when a sickening snap echoed through the chamber. Tane and Quinn screamed murderously as she went limp in the God’s hand.
            A gray-robed priest suddenly seized Tane’s shoulder with a skeletal hand, jerking him around. He grabbed the hand and twisted, trying to break the foul man’s hold. A very feminine shriek met his efforts, then a hard slap across the face.
            Tane woke to find Raven cradling her hand and glaring at him in the dark.
Joelle was against the back wall, a glowing silvery-white bow in her hand. 
            Where did that come from? 
            “What’s the matter?” Quinn said, ducking into the hut.
            “The bastard almost broke my wrist when I woke him from his nightmare,” Raven said.
            “I-I’m sorry,” Tane said, shame-faced. “It won’t happen again.”
            “Bloody damn right it won’t! Next time I hear you moaning and thrashing about in your sleep, I’ll mind my own bloody business,” Raven said.
            Joelle and Armin relaxed. The bow in the witch’s hand vanished, appearing to be sucked into the wide silver ring encircling her middle left finger. A matching ring was on her right hand. 
            “Go back to sleep,” Corporal Pendar said.
            “I’m sorry, Raven,” Tane whispered as she settled back into her blankets. “It’s good to know you aren’t really dead.”
            She sat straight up, staring at him in shock and fear.
            Chuckling, Quinn said, “That’s the first time I think I’ve seen her so alarmed about anything. Teach me how to do that, Tane.”
            “You’re not as funny as you think, Quinn,” she said, laying back down and turning her back on them.
            When Tane started to lie back down, Quinn stopped him.
            “It’s almost time for your watch, my friend,” Quinn said. Tane was shocked, for it was the first time the half-elf had called any one of them friend. “I’ll wait for you outside. Dress warm, for a cold wind is blowing in from the south.”
            Tane nodded and started pulling on his boots. They were all sleeping in their tunic and trousers, in case they were attacked during the night. Halfway through tying the second boot, he realized what Quinn had said. How could he dress warmly? He only had the clothes on his back. Then he spotted the pile of cloaks by the door.
            “At least the supply sergeant isn’t completely incompetent,” he muttered as he picked one out and threw it across his shoulders.
            Ducking through the waist-high door, he was slapped full in the face by frigid wind. Quinn was kneeling over a small fire shielded by their hut. Tane could see each hut had its own guard and small fire on the downwind side. The sky overhead was a starless charcoal gray. A brisk wind was whipping the treetops about, and dropping down often enough to make life miserable for the men and women on guard.
            “Things seem to be going our way,” Tane said as he knelt beside Quinn. “Nothing like a cold autumn storm to fight in.”
            Quinn slanted him a bemused look that reminded him of Raven in its eloquence, which reminded him of his nightmare. He shivered.
            “I take the watch,” Tane said.
            “I stand relieved,” Quinn said, but made no move to leave. He stared into the flames a moment longer before saying, “Tell me, Tane, was it the same nightmare?”
            “No. It was worse.”
            “Good. Raven and Joelle agree that having the same nightmare is prophetic. Since it is a different nightmare, there isn’t anything to fear.”
            Icy fingers tickled Tane’s spine, and took a firm hold of his heart. No one had said anything about his nightmares being prophetic before, though both Raven and Joelle had seemed concerned by the fact they were all the same. And in truth, it really wasn’t a different nightmare, but at a different point in time than the previous ones.
            “Are you all right, Tane,” Quinn said.
            “Yes. Why?”
            “You’re sweating, that’s why,” Quinn said. “And you look ill.”
            “I wasn’t entirely truthful about my nightmare. It is the same nightmare, but further along in time,” he said. Very quickly, Tane described the dream. “So you see, if it is prophesy, then Raven will die and maybe the rest of us as well.”
            Quinn was ashen-faced. “Raven dead?”
            “And the rest of us, too, I think.”
            Quinn stared into the flames with a haunted look, absently rubbing the stubble on his face. Tane felt just as gloomy, wishing he hadn’t burdened the half-elf with his dream. Not knowing would probably be better. And there wasn’t anything to prove his nightmares were prophecy.
            “Very disturbing,” Quinn said at length. “I suggest you take Joelle aside and tell her what you told me. It might be best not to tell Raven of your prophecy.”
            “It’s just a nightmare, not a prophecy,” Tane protested.
            “Let Joelle decide that,” he said, standing. “I better bed down now. I’ve been in enough battles to know the benefit of starting out well-rested.”
            “Pleasant dreams,” Tane said.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 24
 
            Morning came early. The dim light showed them the cloudbank hadn’t stopped for the night, and stood towering over them. Everyone, save Raven, looked as grim as the morning sky.
            “You’re not going to eat all your food, lover?” Raven asked Quinn, her plate already cleaned even before Tane could be served.
            “Keep your greedy Ashtarite eyes off my food,” Quinn said, starting to shovel the soup down. “And don’t call me ‘lover.’”
            Raven looked stricken. “Is that any way to treat a woman about to meet her doom?”
            Quinn, Tane, and Joelle froze in place. Tane had shared Quinn’s concerns about his latest nightmare with Joelle when he woke her for last watch. She had agreed that it might be prophetic, but only time would tell. But she disagreed with Quinn concerning telling Raven. She claimed that knowledge of one’s fate helped to avoid it. But Tane hadn’t had a chance to tell Raven what he had dreamed.
            “Is it something I said?” Raven said. Then she laughed. “I overheard Tane and Joelle discussing my fate, if you will.” She gave Quinn a scathing look. “Not tell me, indeed! I’m no child, needing protection of the wicked world. Do that again, Quinn, and I’ll cut off your manhood, or elfhood, or whatever you call it.”
            Quinn grimaced. “How can anyone as sweet looking as you have such a foul mouth?”
            “I’ve been a pirate since escaping slavery,” she said, grinning roguishly. “My pirate friends have been a bad influence on me.”
            “A pirate?” Tane said, intrigued.
            “Don’t ask,” Joelle said. “She’ll just bore us with another of her tall tales.”
            “Bore! Are you saying I’m boring?” Raven cried, coming to her feet. Tane and Quinn shared a grin, seeing she wasn’t the least bit offended. “And what do you mean with that ‘tall tales’ rot? Everything I’ve said is the God’s-truth!” Suddenly becoming haughty, she said, “You’re just jealous because I’ve had a more interesting life than you.”
            “Being trained as a Silk Slave by a paddle-wielding dominatrix isn’t my idea of an interesting life,” Joelle countered just as haughtily.
            “‘Paddle-wielding dominatrix?’” Raven repeated, a bemused look claiming her mobile face. “Pray tell, why is that what pops into your seedy little mind first? Is it perhaps a fantasy of yours?”
            The witch blanched, then turned beat red. Before anyone could react, she spoke a Word of Power and pointed a finger at Raven. Raven gasped as an eerie blue-green mist swirled around her. She fell to the floor, writhing in agony as the mist cocooned her.
            Seeing that, Tane’s eyes turned to Raven’s sword, which was resting atop her blanket three paces away. If she had been wearing the sword, then Tasheba would’ve protected her. Or so Raven claimed.
            “Stop it!” Corporal Pendar barked.
            Joelle started at the command, and hastily made a chopping motion that swept away the arcane mist. Raven let out a great sobbing gasp. Quinn and Tane ran to her side as she clawed at the floor, sobbing and cursing venomously.
            She quickly recovered and tried to throw herself at Joelle, but Quinn wrapped his arms and legs around her to hold her back. Even with his super-human elven strength, it was all Quinn could do to contain her fury. Tane had never seen anyone as livid as Raven.
            “At ease, Raven!” Corporal Pendar shouted. “You started it. And for once, someone else ended it. You can’t win them all.”
            “But she used magic on me! The same spell they used to punish me in the Slave House,” Raven said, starting to look grief-stricken. “Don’t you understand? I can’t take that. I can’t....”
            “All right, we understand,” Quinn said soothingly into her ear. “It’s all right now, Raven. I won’t let anyone do that to you again.”
            “I’m going to kill her,” she growled, casting a glance at her nearby sword.
            Tane prepared to dart over to the sword. He couldn’t let her have it until she was calmed down. He couldn’t allow his friends to try and kill each other.
            As she relaxed, Tane turned angry eyes on Joelle, as did Corporal Pendar. She looked pale.
            “I didn’t know,” she said.
            “You used magic on her,” Tane said. “How could you?”
            “I – It’s instinct,” Joelle said.
            “It’s not Joelle’s fault,” Armin said. To Corporal Pendar, “You yourself said Raven started it. She always does.”
            “Joelle’s the one that challenged her with the dominatrix rot,” Quinn said.
            “Raven was just having fun,” Tane said.
            “She doesn’t mean anything mean-spirited by it. It’s just a rough banter soldiers and mercenaries like to indulge in,” Corporal Pendar said. “Bandu Invincible, what I have to deal with!” He sighed wearily, and cut a sharp look at Armin and Joelle. Shaking his head, “I didn’t think only Quinn, Raven, and myself understand that. I thought you and Armin were mercenaries, Joelle.”
            Tane nodded agreement. Corporal Pendar’s words rang true. At times he found Raven’s banter and antics amusing, but frequently thought them risqué and too personal. She certainly had been with Joelle that morning. But then, so had Joelle. Who was wrong? Was anyone in the right?
            “It’s safe to let me go,” Raven said. When Quinn hesitated, she added, “I promise not to kill anyone. Yet. I’ll be a good girl. Promise.”
            “You don’t sound very sincere, Raven,” Corporal Pendar said. “But then, if you lie your Goddess will damn your soul for all eternity.” He grinned suddenly. “Life just isn’t fair for a priestess, is it?”
            “Life would be boring if it was fair, safe, or easy,” she said, grinning weakly. Quinn started to reluctantly loosen his hold on her, everyone watching her intently for any hostile move. Tane was painfully aware of just how deceptively fast she could move. “Besides, I’m not a priestess. I’m just a bloody acolyte of the lowest order. Otherwise, I’d also wield power and be more than a match for some baseborn witch’s witchcraft. So, I’m quite capable of lying if it serves me.”
            That last line made them all frown. Joelle looked a bit nervous as the Tyrian warrior started pushing Quinn’s arms away. Armin stepped between his wife and Raven, one hand on his hilt.
            Disentangling herself from Quinn’s arms and legs, she rose up on wobbly legs. In a flash Quinn was up and steadying her. Raven turned mischievous emerald eyes on the half-elf. Tane heard the corporal chuckle softly and started to grin himself at Quinn’s mistake.
            “Oh, Quinn. You do care,” Raven said, melodramatically making her voice all whispery and romantic. She kissed him on the cheek, sighing, “My knight with pointy ears.”
            “Stop that!” he said, jerking his hands back. He stepped back, looking uncomfortable. “I was only worried about a fellow soldier. Nothing personal.”
            “With those simple words, you break my heart again,” she said, turning away and winking at Tane.
            Quinn blanched.
            “Does she never stop?” Armin asked.
            “Never,” Raven said.
            She picked up Tasheba and slanted a look at Joelle. Tane started to relax, now that things seemed to be getting back to normal. Then he noted the steely-eyed look that passed between Raven and Joelle.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 25
 
            In Treversax, Dakar looked through the eyes of two hundred priests scattered about the newly conquered region. Each was standing inside a different temple, over newly consecrated altars. Free-minded sacrifices lay across the altars, bodies bound tight and eyes full of horror.
            With a thought, He commanded the priests to begin their unholy rites. He watched through their eyes with grim satisfaction. The sacrifices were all priests and priestesses of various Arisen Gods, and many were High Priests. With their deaths, and the capture and consumption of their released souls, Dakar would greatly enhance His own Power at the expense of the Arisen.
            Almost simultaneously, two hundred knives sliced open bared breasts. Two hundred lives were snuffed out, sending a heady rush of True Power into Dakar. He groaned with pleasure.
            “It is going faster than anticipated,” He mused. “I am already as powerful as any Arisen. But once I conquer the Jarlands, and claim all the Arisen temples in the land as my own, I will be more powerful than any of the Arisen ever dreamed of becoming. And since everyone within the conquered territories will be worshipping Me, alone, I will soon be able to confront Them even within Their own Realms.”
            He glanced once more through the eyes of His priesthood, at the cooling corpses of two hundred priests and priestesses. For three thousand years He had waited for this.
            “Victory is sweet.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 26
 
            The company was formed up in the predawn light. Distant thunder rumbled, reminding everyone of the storm of battle they were about to enter. Tane expected to be marched out straight away, but the captain spoke to them instead.
            “Scouts report the enemy is just an hour’s march south of here,” Captain Kenelm began, capturing everyone’s undivided attention. “Many of you have heard some rumors concerning what we’re about to meet. None of them good, I’m sure. Well, I’m afraid most are true.
            “The men, women and children we’re about to face have been ensorcelled,” he continued. “Yes, you heard right. Children will throw themselves against us. And they are just as mindlessly dangerous as their parents, so don’t drop your guard at the sight of them. Otherwise, it will be your last mistake.
            “Though still alive, our adversaries are zombies for all practical purposes. Fear them. From what our scouts and spies tell us, they are the survivors of previous battles, sacked villages and anyone else the zombie host overran. It appears that almost everyone they capture is magically enslaved and added to their growing army, soldiers and civilians alike.
            “At first we thought it was the work of some powerful wizard, but now we know the truth. One of the Old Ones has been unleashed on the world. The Court Mages and the city’s High Priests believe it is Dakar.”
            Tane didn’t need convincing, for he knew it was Dakar, called the Black God by the ancient elves. There was no doubt in his mind about it. Dakar’s image – dark and brooding face with large ram horns coming out of the forehead and twisting around to end below large pointed ears, with a towering and powerful body covered by thick pitch black fur, tufts of gray at the points of ears and around exposed genitals, goatlike from the waist down – leapt before Tane’s mind’s-eye. He was the God, the oppressive presence, in all of Tane’s nightmares.
            “Tane?” Quinn whispered, the question in his eyes.
            The other members of the squad were looking his way, expectantly and fearfully. He could only nod agreement with the captain and watch grim looks claim them all.
            Captain Kenelm continued, “Our mission today is to act as reserves. We will be thrown at any weak point in the battle lines. If we can’t defeat or turn them away from Kestsax, then we conduct an orderly withdrawal back to the city.”
            “How many?” someone called.
            The captain smiled grimly. “We don’t know. Thousands. Maybe hundreds of thousands. Their host stretches from horizon to horizon, hundreds of miles wide. We are hoping they are stretched thin.”
            “Oh my Gods!” Tane cried. “My home village. My family!”
            “Where?” Captain Kenelm asked, his concern evident.
            “Bracklin. Two days down river.”
            The captain shook his head sadly. “That area was overrun yesterday. I’m sorry, son.”
            Raven slipped an arm around Tane as his knees faltered. He held on to her, thinking about his parents, brothers, sister, and other family and friends. All gone. He couldn’t help but think that, maybe, if he’d been there...
            “It’s all right, Tane,” Raven whispered. “We’re here for you.”
            “We’ll get through this together,” Quinn said.
            Eyes burning, he straightened and nodded. Rage was beginning to burn deep in his belly, slowly consuming his despair. Someone would pay, and dearly. And that someone was called Dakar.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 27
 
            The predawn forest was frightening to a desert born man like Nizar. Every sound, every rustling of underbrush caught his attention. What sort of creatures lived in such fetid rot? What sort of monsters thrived in such soul-numbing cold and darkness? Demons? Certainly. But also an endless array of poisonous snakes, biting insects, and large predators. Mogens and a few of his fellow priests had delighted in telling Nizar about them, feeding his fear even as his intellect said most of the aforementioned threats were being chased before Dakar’s great Host. That knowledge did little to comfort Nizar, not after hearing stories of another priest that was attacked and mauled to death by an enraged bear. Dakar seemed reluctant to provide protection against such mundane dangers. For the thousandth time, Nizar wished he had never left his nice clean desert.
            The forest canopy blocked what little light was available through the thick black clouds. The zombies had no personal initiative, so there weren’t any fires burning to brighten the scene. They would flock to warmth and light if found, but could not muster the motivation needed to create a mere creature comfort.
            Nizar scowled at the thought. No fires meant no hot food. He would go into battle with an empty stomach, cold and miserable. But it was his own fault. This wasn’t his first zombie command. He knew their shortcomings as well as any priest.
            “You!” Nizar called, pointing at a middle-aged man to his left. Of all the men and women, young and old, within sight, the man was the cleanest. One and all were disgusting with dried blood and filth. “You are my personal assistant. From now on, you will personally build a fire and start cooking food for me the moment we stop for the day. Understand?”
            “Yes, Your Grace,” he said.
            Nizar started to begin the task of deploying his people for the coming march and battle, then turned back on his new assistant. “And another thing, I don’t want you involved in the fighting. Keep yourself safe, so you can serve me better.”
            “Yes, Your Grace,” the zombie said, no sign of relief or regret showing.
            Now that his future creature comforts were more or less taken care of, Nizar turned his full attention to his command and his mission for Dakar. High Priest Mogens had given him command of some eight hundred men, women and children. All were veteran fighters, and even for zombies that meant something. Many were armed with edged weapons, and looked like soldiers or mercenaries. With them, Nizar would be able to fight his way to Tane Kyleson and capture him.
            If only I had some free-minded mercenaries like those guarding High Priest Mogens, he thought.
            With battle-experienced soldiers he would almost be guaranteed success. But with unmotivated zombies, anything was possible.
            With a muttered prayer, Nizar formed a gigantic three-dimensional image of Tane that towered over everyone.
            “This is Tane Kyleson,” Nizar said, his voice divinely enhanced to carry to everyone, though it wasn’t the least bit loud. “Our Divine Master, Dakar, desires us to capture him. It is very important. More important than anything else. Today we will be fighting against Tane Kyleson’s unit. Be alert. Seek him out, and try to take him alive. He doesn’t have to be in one piece, just alive.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 28
 
            The march to the carefully chosen battle site was short, taking less than fifteen minutes. Tane thought their generals had chosen well. They had the high ground above pasture broken by waist-high stone fences and thick hedgerows. The foremost elements of the army stood at the top of a steep incline, forcing the invaders to charge uphill and exhaust themselves before even joining battle. And if Taliope was against them that day, then thick forest waited behind them to fall back into.
            Once in their position just one hundred paces behind the front elements, and centered on the left wing of the battle lines, Fox Company formed up in company front. Somehow Tane’s platoon was posted in the position of “honor,” in the center of the company, with other platoons to either side. Sergeant Gareth’s 3rd Section made up the third rank, making Tane unhappy. He wanted to be in the front rank, and on the battle line.
            “All right, boys and girls,” First Sergeant Dangan said. “Sit and rest while we wait on the zombies to come to our little party. Now is the time to eat or drink, or take a last squat in the bushes.”
            Tane sat, silently picking at the grass. His thoughts were consumed by his family and friends. Were they alive? Were they zombies? Would they be fighting him, here today? Could he fight them?
            No, he thought. I couldn’t kill them, not even if they were zombies. Kamain, what am I going to do?
            “Kiss for your thoughts,” Raven offered.
            “Just thinking about my family back home,” he said. “I should’ve been there. I had no right to leave when I did.”
            “And how would you being there have changed what happened to them?” Armin said.
            Tane shrugged.
            Joelle said, “That’s right. Nothing would’ve changed. Except now you would also be dead or a zombie. Maybe Kamain did send you away. Maybe you are their salvation, their only hope.”
            Tane’s head came up. “How’s that? I’m just a simple soldier in an auxiliary company.”
            “Real heroes aren’t people like Raven and Everard, as much as they’d like to belief it,” Joelle said. Raven gave her a sour look. “Look at our legends, our myths. Every single hero was a common man or woman, thrown into impossible situations by the Gods or fate. It was their will to succeed and right some wrong that spurred them on, that gave them the strength to prevail against impossible odds.”
            “And many of them had prophetic dreams, or nightmares, as well,” Armin added.
            “They’re right,” Raven said. She glanced sternly up at the Heavens, “Why haven’t I had any prophetic dreams! Are You listening, Ashtar?”
            Tane chuckled.
            Raven smiled and winked, saying, “Just like those crazy Gods, to make you a hero and leave some really dashing rascal like me out in the cold. Can I share some of your glory?”
            “You can have all you want,” he said.
            “Careful, Tane,” Quinn warned. “You know those Ashtarites. Terrible thieves. She’ll steal all your glory and leave you with nothing but memories.”
            Raven winked at Tane. “But they’d be such great memories. You can tell your children and grandchildren all about me, back before I was the greatest hero of all time.”
            “Modest little vixen,” Quinn said under his breath.
            Raven’s response died in her throat. Thousands of ghoulish-looking men and women came shuffling out of the distant woodline. Bugles blared and drums rolled within the Kestsaxian ranks, bringing the army to its feet. Sergeants and corporals quickly got their ranks in dressed lines, weapons presented.
 
 
 
Chapter 29
 
            Nizar stepped out of the dark, dank forest and into the scant light of a cloud darkened pasture. Though the light level only increased a bit, Nizar let out a heartfelt sigh of relief. Inside the thick press of the forest, he felt as if his world was closing in on him. As if all reality was collapsing upon him, burying him forever.
            A quick glance of the ridgeline before them revealed no sign of the rust-colored standard with the black fox head. But he knew Tane’s company was up there somewhere, and most likely on his end of the battlefield. Exactly where, Nizar couldn’t say, but they were up there.
            “Be alert for the swordsmith,” Nizar called to his command as they moved forward in their shuffling gait. “I want to be informed the moment anyone sees him.”
            Pausing, Nizar took a deep breath and slowly expelled it in the centering exercise he had been taught. Now mentally prepared, he could use his “magic” to its best effect. Mentally locking the image of who he sought, Nizar began his prayer for Dakar’s assistance. Since he couldn’t cast true magic, he and all Dakar’s priests had to rely on their God’s awesome powers. The spells they cast were in truth simple prayers, requests for help, that Dakar would or wouldn’t grant.
            A tingling in the back of his skull told Nizar that Dakar was answering his prayer. With growing excitement, he glanced up for a bird. From a bird’s perspective, he could search the whole battlefield with impunity. Then he spotted a single bird effortlessly gliding above them.
            A raven! he thought with malicious glee. Sacred to Ashtar. Dakar will be pleased that I used a raven to help destroy His enemy and Her devotees.
            Reaching out with his power, Nizar caught the raven and pushed into its mind. He would enslave it, and see through its eyes.
            Suddenly a jolt shot through Nizar’s mind and down his backbone. The raven was fighting back! Impossible! Unless....
            “Ashtar! You bitch!” he cried, realizing the Goddess of War and Adventure had taken the raven for Her own. Then with dread, he said, “Unless She has manifested Herself here to aid Her followers.”
            The thought brought a surge of rage from Dakar, who was still linked to him via the prayer. Almost without thought, Nizar aimed his arm at the raven and growled low. Dark gray tendrils of power shot out at the raven. The bird cried in alarm and dived, then veered around to attack the tendrils with its talons.
            Nizar gasped as razor sharp talons tore into the tendril, because each rend manifested itself upon his body. Blood flowed as the raven savaged the tendrils. In the back of his mind, Nizar heard Dakar howl in rage. Then more power surged through Nizar and into the tendrils.
            With lightning speed, a new tendril exploded out of Nizar’s chest and streaked for the raven. The bird never saw it coming. In an eye blink, the raging raven was impaled and weakly flapping its wings. Its death throes were an inspiration to Nizar, showing for all to see that his God was the more powerful.
            As the raven was ripped apart, then consumed in arcane fire, Nizar thought, I only pray Ashtar wasn’t just using the raven, but was the raven! I pray that thieving War Bitch is dead!
            The thought of Ashtar vanquished set Nizar’s eyes ablaze. Any doubts he harbored were washed away. Dakar was going to destroy the Arisen. And Nizar was His sword!
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 30
 
            There was little for Tane to see from his position. It wasn’t like any battle he’d ever heard about, and his uncle and aunt were full of stories. Instead of shouting battle cries, the zombies just shuffled forward in silence. He found that dearth of battle bravado more menacing than anything he could imagine.
            Many of the zombies carried edged weapons, with the rest bearing simple cudgels or rocks. A few wore the arms and armor of soldiers and warriors.
            “Maybe we should tell them about you,” Raven said, nudging Tane in the ribs. “I’ll bet that’ll scare them.”
            “Personally, I think we ought to toss you down to them,” Sergeant Gareth snapped. “Knowing you, you’d talk them into a stupor before nightfall.”
            “I whole-heartedly agree,” Joelle said.
            “Nobody asked you, witch,” Raven said, then turned on the sergeant. “Want to make a wager, Black-toof?”
            “What kind of wager?”
            “I say I’ll kill more zombies than you,” she said, patting a heavy leather purse hanging off her belt. Tane glanced down at it, wondering where she got all that coin. She was broke before they marched out of Kestsax. He reached down to ensure he still had his purse, and noted both Quinn and Armin did the same. “And I have fifty crowns copper to back up my claim.”
            “Fifty! I don’t have that kind of coin,” he said.
            “What do you have?” she said, getting a crafty look about her.
            “Nothing. I lost all my coin dicing the night before we marched,” he said. He gave her a speculative look, “I thought you lost all yours, too.”
            “You have a good sword,” she said, ignoring his remark. “And that’s some fine looking mail, too.”
            “It’s worth more than fifty crowns, too,” he said. “I’ll not accept such lousy odds. Make it three hundred crowns.”
            “I only have fifty,” she said, frowning. “All right, how’s this – my fifty crowns and armor against your sword and armor.”
            “Agreed,” Sergeant Gareth said. “Sealed with a kiss.”
            Raven moved back a step. “No! Your breath smells worse than a cesspit, and that blackened toof is probably poisonous.”
            The sergeant shrugged with a smile, but Tane noted it never reached his cold eyes.
            By that time, Dakar’s host reached the Kestsaxian army amid a sudden flurry of lightning strikes and ear-shattering rolls of thunder. Again, drums and bugles filled the cool morning air, fighting with the thunder for supremacy. They were followed by a bellowed battle cry from the Kestsaxians, then the crash of the two armies meeting.
            Joelle began chanting. While she chanted her spell, she drew strange runes in the air before her. Tane didn’t know what she was doing, and was slightly afraid to find out. The staticlike feel of magic tugged at the fine hairs of his arms and neck.
            “I hate the way spellcasting makes my skin crawl,” Raven muttered, eyeing Joelle venomously.
            Loud screaming and cursing stole Tane’s attention. The army seemed to be holding, but the zombies didn’t look like they’d waver anytime soon. He silently prayed the regular soldiers held. At the moment, he couldn’t recall any of the strokes that he’d been taught. And couldn’t understand why a few minutes earlier he had wanted to trade places with the front ranks.
            “Sweet Mother, how horrible,” Quinn groaned. “They seem to come out of their zombie trance just as they die.”
            “Only an Old One could be so cruel,” Raven said through clenched teeth.
            Tane fidgeted and tried not to look. Were members of his family, or friends from the village, among their attackers? What would he do if they were and he saw them? Was there a way to save them?
            A blood-curdling scream startled Tane out of his reverie. A great mass of zombies smashed into the front lines at a dead run. All were armed and armored. The soldiers were beginning to buckle in three places Tane could see.
            “Fox Company! To arms!” Captain Kenelm cried.
            Joelle suddenly barked out three strange words, then darted down the line and slapped each member of 3rd Section in the chest. Tane felt the spot burn with unnatural fire for a brief second. No one had time to question her about it, for the zombies broke through between two companies of heavy infantry to their right front.
            “Company! Forward, MARCH!”
            Fox Company lurched forward, bristling with swords. Everard Boarsbane began bellowing a fighting song, soon joined by other Tyrians and Jarlanders. Raven laughed. Quinn swore. And Armin eyed the zombies warily while Joelle’s chant changed once again.
            “Hello glory!” Raven cried. “Ashtar! Ashtar! Ashtar!”
            The Kestsaxian ranks evaporated before them. Scores of zombies rushed through, their faces, hands and bodies gory with splattered blood. Their dark eyes seemed to waver a moment, then fix on the advancing auxiliaries. Tane swallowed hard when he saw the dead eyes of a young boy, no more than thirteen or fourteen.
            The first rank met the zombies with a thunderclap of steel on steel. The zombies fought in eerie silent, but fell dead just as easily as any normal man. Their screams of pain and horror were just as unnerving as that of the Kestsaxian soldiers. The butchery was horrendous, but they kept coming and coming. There seemed to be no end of them.
 
~**~**~
 
            Cursing venomously, Nizar trotted after his command. There were no birds in the area, no doubt due to Arisen interference. Curse them!
            “How am I to find that damnable swordsmith?!” he demanded even as the first elements of his command broke through the Kestsaxian lines. “I cannot fail! I cannot, and will not!”
            Nizar couldn’t see the Fox Company standard anywhere he looked. Tane had to be there. He knew what road Fox had taken, so they had to be on this side of the battlefield. But knowing the wicked humor of the Arisen, he began to believe They had caused Fox Company to be shifted to the other side of the Kestsaxian battle lines.
            A flurry of bugle calls sounded within the Kestsaxian ranks. Standards and guidons were raised high in answer to the new orders. To the rear, over the heads of the forward elements, Nizar saw Fox Company’s standard. His heart began to hammer.
            Enhancing his voice, Nizar commanded, “Veer to the right, my fiends! Our prey is at hand!”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 31
 
            The Lelt in the first rank, two ranks in front of Tane, fell with a crude spear in the belly. Tane stepped up to the second rank, as that man took his fallen comrade’s place. A rock rang off Tane’s helmet before he got set, while the husky Amazon woman to Tane’s right skewered the zombie that crawled under the first rank to threaten him.
            “Let one get by you, Tane!” Raven called. “I want to get one up on Black-toof!”
            Tane was more than happy to let Raven do all of his killing, but the zombies wouldn’t cooperate. The Jarlander in front of the Amazon was pulled off her feet and jerked into the zombies, where she disappeared under a mass of bodies. Three zombies slipped in through the opening before the Amazon could close it.
            Tane slashed and hacked, knowing in the back of his mind he was fighting stupidly. Use the point! his subconscious screamed. But they were too close to wield his long sword like he was trained. Now, too late, he understood why they had been trained with short swords. Fortunately, Raven stepped forward and stabbed one and Tane managed to beat another to the ground. The Amazon slashed the third zombie’s throat and took her place in the first rank.
            “Ha! Look at me, Sergeant Black-toof!” Raven called, taking her place beside Tane. “I’m in the killing zone! All the woe to you!”
            She stepped forward and her sword flashed between the two soldiers in the first rank, taking a zombie in the lower belly.
            “That’s two for me!”
            Sergeant Marji in the first rank fell back with a knife in her throat. Sergeant Cade stepped up in her place, and was promptly dragged down and strangled. Sergeant Gareth took his place in the first rank, and promptly killed three zombies.
            Raven screamed in outrage.
            Tane thought the world was going mad. All Raven and Gareth cared about was their grisly head counts. Men and women were dying all around him, and a quick look showed thousands of zombies pressing in behind the ones engaging them. There seemed to be an unusual number of swords within the zombie horde. And the usual five ranks of Fox Company were down to three in some places.
            The man in front of Tane fell dead.
            Screaming in fear and rage, Tane stepped forward and began stabbing at anyone he saw. Whenever he noted zombies trying to crawl past, he’d slash down at their necks. Those he didn’t kill he had to trust the man behind him to kill.
            “Twelve, Raven!” Gareth cried. “How many do you have?”
            “Pig!” she cried. Turning to the Amazon in the first rank, “Sophie, I’ll relieve you. Fall back on the count of three. All right?”
            Tane didn’t hear her answer, and suddenly was beset by four cudgel wielding zombies girls. He slashed and kicked until they fell before him. He felt hot tears flowing, soul-sick to have cut down mere children no older than his cousin Jessy.
            “Ashtar! Ashtar! Ashtar!” Raven cried, taking the exhausted Amazon’s place and cutting down a zombie each time she cried her Goddess’s name.
            A quick glance showed the Tyrian was exultant. Her eyes shone with green fire, a tiny smile on her blood-splattered face. Sergeant Gareth seemed just as happy in his slaughter.
            I’ll never make a soldier, Tane thought, and cut down an old man threatening him with a measly pair of rocks.
            A moment later Joelle, then Quinn joined the first rank, soon followed by Armin. Tane felt a moment of panic. Fox Company was being decimated at an alarming rate. There were only two ranks behind his squad. First platoon to their left was down to two ranks in places.
            A zombie thrust a rusty dagger into Tane’s left leg just above the knee. Three more dropped their crude weapons and clawed at his arms and clothes. Horrified, Tane realized they wanted to capture him, take him alive. The vision of himself magically enslaved, a zombie threatening his friends, flashed before his mind’s eye.
            Howling with terror and pain, Tane smashed one zombie’s skull and hacked at the others as he fell back. The Lelt behind Tane whooped in battle joy and slipped past to join in the fray, cutting off Tane’s would-be captors. Tane limped back ten paces and stopped to remove the dagger. It hurt worse coming out than going in. Bright red blood gushed out of the gaping wound, making his head spin and his gut lurch.
            Suddenly the spot where Joelle had slapped him prior to the battle became searing hot. While he tugged frantically at his mail to get at his burning chest, it quickly moved down toward the wound. Within a dozen heartbeats it found the wound and the smell of scorched flesh rose up to Tane’s nose even as white hot pain consumed the wound. It lasted only a few heartbeats, but left him sprawled on the cold ground, panting and shaking in pain.
            As the arcane heat dissipated, Tane wiped the tears away and examined his leg. The blood flow was stopped, and the wound had the look of a days old injury. It still throbbed mightily, but his leg felt stronger. A quick test showed it able to support his weight reasonably well.
            Grimly looking back at the raging battle, he thought, Damn, now I’ll have to go back in.
            Steeling his resolve, Tane hurried back to the battle lines. He found 3rd Platoon down to one and two ranks in places, and the rest of the company just as decimated. If anything, there looked to be even more zombies pressing in on them than before.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 32
 
            Huffing and puffing, Nizar reached the top of the incline. His command had pushed the Kestsaxians back as much as fifty paces in places. Even so, this was the closest to actual fighting he had ever dared. But if Tane was to be captured, then a free-thinking person would have to lead the effort. Zombies couldn’t be trusted to do it right. The idiots would as likely kill the man as capture him.
            As if to prove him correct, just as Nizar spotted Tane fighting in the first rank, and just twenty paces away, a zombie thrusts a rusty dagger into the man’s leg. The zombie lost hold of his dagger, but had another and thrust for Tane’s throat.
            Nizar’s heart froze. To have come so close!
            To Nizar’s relief, Tane proved fast enough to parry the death blow, and smash the offender’s skull as well. Nizar scowled, for he wanted to torture and sacrifice the stupid zombie. But as Tane fell back, limping with the dagger imbedded in his leg, Nizar felt a wave of euphoria wash over him.
            “The swordsmith is wounded and helpless!” he cried to the heavens. “My God, our victory is assured!”
            With barked orders, Nizar deployed his most heavily armed and armored soldiers to smash through the weakest spot of Kestsaxian lines. Even as he issued his orders, Nizar watched as Tane writhed on the ground just thirty paces away. Tane’s activities seemed to indicate a chest wound, though he wore a mail vest and Nizar couldn’t see any sign of injury.
            Frowning, Nizar reached out with God-given senses and felt the magic within Tane. But it wasn’t his own magical ability, but a spell placed upon him. At first Nizar thought it the source of Tane’s threat to Dakar, then realized it was a healing spell.
            “Dakar damn you, swordsmith!” Nizar cried. “Hurry! Attack! Attack! The swordsmith is being magically healed!”
            Nizar could see all his efforts going for naught. The High Priest would surely blame him for the failure to kill or capture Tane. He could very well be the High Priest’s next human sacrifice. The thought sent him rushing the Kestsaxian lines even as Tane began testing the strength of his leg.
            Suddenly, Nizar found himself facing a red-headed woman in Vikon armor. She was chanting a spell over and over even as she fought, her magic lending extra force to her blows. Dead and dying littered the crimson earth before her, piled waist high in places. Nizar saw that he’d have to kill her to get to Tane.
            “Joelle!” another Vikon called, pointing at Nizar. “Beware! A priest!”
            Nizar cursed and ducked when a bright, silvery bow appeared in her left hand, and in a flash an arrow flew towards him. He hadn’t realized a witch could wield magic so fast. His hand fell on something hard, fingers instinctively wrapping themselves around it.
            A spear.
            Gory with blood, it was the one weapon Nizar could wield faster even than the witch could her magic. So ducking behind a zombie, whose chest instantly exploded when a silvery arrow struck him, Nizar made to attack from a different angle.
            As planned, the witch was immediately engaged with his zombies. As the zombies pressed close, she sent the bow away and used her sword. She had little time to search him out, thus giving Nizar the opening to attack.
            Witches were another group Nizar despised. Many were the times he was sick or injured, and sought out the Vikon, or other witches, for magical aid. And without fail, they turned him away. He was poor, and didn’t have the coin needed to receive their magical healing. He was forced to suffer like a mere animal, sullen and resentful as he huddled in some dark alley licking his wounds.
            Crouched down low, Nizar eased his way toward Joelle behind a trio of burly Lelts in mail armor. His plan was simple. Once the witch was engaged and hard-pressed by the Lelts, he would slip in and skewer her upon his spear.
            And he would truly begin to pay back all the slights and insults of his life.
            Holding his “advance guard” back until the right moment, Nizar savored the moment of his first real victory in personal combat. Or was it the second? He glanced up at the sky, seeing no sign of a raven. Was Ashtar dead? Injured badly? Only time would tell.
            A predatory grin split his dark face behind the veil. The witch was fighting for her life, bleeding from a dozen minor wounds already. Her prowess didn’t seem the least bit affected by her suffering, but that was about to change. Even a witch couldn’t survive a spear through the heart.
            “Now!” Nizar barked.
            His trio of zombie Lelts raised their swords and charged Joelle. She was frantic at the sight, still held in battle by another sword wielding zombie. For a brief instant, Nizar feared she would be killed by one of the Lelts before she could defend herself. But she proved adaptable and cunning.
            The trampled brush at their feet suddenly came to life and whipped at the zombies’ legs. One fell hard immediately. The other two plowed onward. Nizar fell back a step, just in case. When the tripped up zombie regain his feet, Nizar followed him in.
            “Craven...bastards!” Joelle cried. She cut her zombie foe down, and then turned on the trio rushing her. Just before she joined with them in battle, she saw Nizar. “You! I’ll skin you alive, you depraved cur!”
            “What a pleasant thought,” he returned with a sneer. “One I rather like, except you will be the one flayed alive! Take her!”
            Horror flashed across her face. It was enough. The three zombies leaped upon her during her instant of hesitation. She was seized and jerked well into the zombie lines. The other Vikon cried out in despair, frantic in his efforts to reach her.
            Nizar tightened his grip on the spear as he stepped forward. Joelle was held firmly by two of the zombies, one on each arm. The third zombie stepped behind her, and then brought the pommel of his sword down hard atop her head. She managed to jerk her head aside enough to mute the force of the blow, but still sagged in her captors’ arms.
            Nizar quickly unbuckled the straps holding her body armor in place, tossing the armor aside. Only a sweaty tunic, plastered tightly against her chest, separated them. He took a step back, both hands on his spear, and prepared to end her life.
            Slowly coming to her senses, she cried out, eyes huge, as she struggled with all of her might and heart. Nizar caught and held her eyes.
            “Victory feels so good!” Nizar said as he thrust for her heart.
            Joelle jerked straight down, and then wailed in pain as the spear pierced her chest just above the left teat. Realizing he had missed the heart, due to her frantic attempt to escape, Nizar tried to pull the spear out for another try. But a heart-stopping battle cry halted him.
            The other Vikon jumped amid them, wildly slashing and cutting at the men holding her. Nizar scrambled back into the safety of the zombie horde. As the witch fell away, he felt a moment’s regret that the last face she saw before life left her wasn’t going to be his. But she knew he had killed her. Her soul would know it, too, for all eternity.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 33
 
            A piercing scream startled Tane. Joelle fell back through the lines, a spear through her chest. Quinn tried to go to her, but a trio of zombies attacked him. There was no sign of Armin. Once the zombies were dealt with, Tane forgot the battle and rushed to Joelle’s side, helping her to the shade of a giant oak.
            Blood was pouring from her wounds, mouth and nose. Her eyes were glassy and her body trembled terribly. Tane felt the tears welling up as he saw his friend dying.
            Gently lowering her to the grassy ground, “What can I do?”
            “Pull...the spear...out,” she gasped. “Can’t work...my magic...too much pain, distraction.”
            Tane recalled the spell that healed his wound. The spell she had cast just before the battle began. The spell hadn’t been activated until after he removed the dagger. But her wound was so much more insidious. It was a mortal wound if he had ever seen one. But...she was a witch and wielded great power.
            The spear was an ugly weapon. A Leltic boarspear. Its head was a foot of leaf-shaped iron, honed razor sharp, and fastened to a thick wooden shaft seven feet long. It was thrust into Joelle up to the crossguard just below the spearhead. Tane saw no way to remove it without further injuring his friend. Joelle proved no help, for she had fainted.
            “Kamain Protect!” Tane cried, doing his best to line up the spearhead’s blades with the wound, and then just jerked it straight back and out.
            Joelle awoke screaming. Tane wrapped his arms around her when she started trashing wildly, fearing she’d hurt herself further. Then a plaintive wail rose up from the battle behind him.  
            Tane turned to see the Kestsaxian lines lurch backwards, then turn about and dash for the forest. Drum and bugle commands were ignored as terrified men and women broke and ran, many throwing down their weapons in their frantic attempt to escape. He saw unarmed zombies stop to pick up the discarded weapons, then charge after them.
            Lifting Joelle up in his arms, Tane ran into the forest as well. She struggled weakly, only semi-conscious and delirious. Tane had little time for her mumbled words, fearing every footstep behind him might be zombies gaining on him.
            “Tane!” Sergeant Gareth called from his left rear.
            Tane turned to find the sergeant wending his way through the thick forest, a soldier thrown over his broad shoulder. It took a moment for Tane to realize it was Raven, and she was as limp as death.
            “What happened?” Tane said.
            “We got our butts tromped, that’s what!” Sergeant Gareth said, scowling. Then he grinned, patting Raven’s rump, “But the little priestess got herself knocked unconscious three kills short of my total. She’s lucky. If she’d been winning, I’d have left her behind.”
            Wild crashing behind them sent both men to running north again. Soon they reached the village they had spent the night inside. Quinn was already there and arguing with Corporal Pendar over some horses the half-elf had in hand.
            “This stupid elf won’t let me have the horses,” Corporal Pendar said. “He insists on waiting to ensure his friends make it back first, instead of giving them to men and women already here.”
            Tane noted then he had five horses. Tane smiled gratefully at the half-elf, and idly wondered if he would’ve had the courage to risk such a thing. Likely, he’d have just mounted the first horse he found and rode for Kestsax. But, maybe not. How could he have lived with himself if he had deserted his friends?
            “Raven!” Quinn cried, seeing her for the first time when Sergeant Gareth just dropped her on the ground at his feet. Before anyone could react, he had shoved the sergeant aside and knelt beside her, cradling her head in his lap. “What happened to her?”
            “Got whacked on the head by a zombie,” Sergeant Gareth said, glowering at the half-elf. “I saved her life, not you. So I’m the one to gain by her gratitude, elf boy.”
            Quinn growled low in his throat as he turned baleful eyes on the sergeant. Sergeant Gareth backed away a step, a hand dropping to his sword. Corporal Pendar also tensed.
            “Joelle!” Armin called, rushing out of the nearby forest.
            Before Tane could explain, Armin ripped his wife from Tane’s arms and fell to his knees, his face buried in her neck.
            “It’s all right, baby,” he whispered. “I’m here. I’ll take care of you. No one will hurt you again. Don’t worry.”
            “Rocking her like a baby won’t do any of us any good,” Sergeant Gareth said. “Get mounted, the lot of you. We’ve got to get back to Kestsax as fast as possible and warn them to be ready.”
            Armin said nothing. He just climbed to his feet and claimed the largest horse for himself and Joelle. Tane held the mare steady while Quinn took Joelle from Armin so he could mount up, then he found the next largest mount for Quinn and Raven. As Tane lifted Raven up to Quinn, she let out a pained groan, but didn’t open her eyes.
            “Mount up, boy,” Sergeant Gareth growled to Tane, though eyeing Quinn murderously, “or be left behind.”
            “What about Disa’s squad?” Corporal Pendar said as he reluctantly claimed the last horse. “As their sergeant, it’s your duty to ensure their safety.”
            “Damn you! I’m not a God!”
            “The zombies aren’t mounted, so you should be safe enough if you but waited a while,” the corporal said from between clenched teeth. “If you want, I’ll stay here with you. I’m sure Quinn can lead the others back to Kestsax.”
            Fear and anger warred on the old sergeant’s ugly face. Tane waited, fascinated by the scene unfolding. He had never believed any of those brutes who had pitilessly trained them could show any sign of honor and duty. Corporal Pendar was a surprise indeed.
            “Fine, we’ll both stay,” Sergeant Gareth said. “Elf, you have command of the squad.”
            “Follow me!” Quinn said, kicking his mount into a canter.
            Tane and Armin never hesitated, and never looked back.
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            “Damn me for a fool!” Nizar cried, watching the last of his command fade into the forest.
            The ground was littered with bodies, everything splashed with wet crimson. The cries of ravens and other carrion eaters pulled his eyes up. For a second, he feared Ashtar had returned. But his magical senses detected no other forces at play. The Arisen were as vanquished as Their devotees.
            Nizar turned from the carrion eaters and the carnage of the battlefield. What happened to the bodies of the dead was not a concern. They were zombies and enemies, and now they were just the lowest part of the food chain. Nizar’s only concern was the absence of Tane Kyleson, or his body.
            Failure was unacceptable.
            Failure meant a trip to the altar, and a brutal death.
            Moving to the last spot Nizar had seen Tane; he found the bloody dagger lying in the dirt. Lifting it up, he closed his eyes and centered himself. His prayer was answered, thankfully wiping a terrible fear away. He prayed for the blood to seek out its owner, and felt the dagger turn slightly in his hand.
            The dagger was pointing toward Tane Kyleson.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 34
 
            The ride to Kestsax was nothing less than hellish for Tane, who had little experience ahorse. Quinn was like Tane, a devout pedestrian, and seemed as strained by the grueling ride as Joelle. The half-elf was also holding tightly to Raven, who remained unconscious, to spare her limp form the worst of the jarring. Thankfully for both men, they had to stop repeatedly for Joelle, who was quickly growing in strength but violently ill at times. She claimed the queasy stomach a result of too much spellcasting, and the effects of self-healing, and that she’d be all right soon enough.
            “I’m puzzled,” Quinn said during their first rest stop. “I thought only mages could heal battle wounds. I have always been told, by witches no less, that they could only heal the most common of injuries, and that anything flesh wounds was beyond Witchcraft.”
            Joelle nodded agreement, but Armin spoke for her.
            “What you say is true, Quinn. But Joelle is a Gifted One among our people,” he said, eyes shining with pride. “A very few Vikon are blessed by our Goddess, Blessed Maag. They are given special Gifts, and Joelle’s Goddess-given Gift is Healing Magic. She’s fully as powerful as any mage in magical healing.”
            “Self-healing is a little more difficult,” she whispered. “Especially healing such a deadly wound as I received.”
            “Magic requires an expenditure of energy,” Armin said. “Life energy. Few witches need to store as much energy as needed for healing magic. It’s very difficult to find and store.”
            “That’s true. I had a very large supply of energy magically hoarded,” Joelle said. “But I decided to place healing spells on everyone in our section before the battle, and that depleted my reserves dangerously. I barely have enough for myself.”
            Tane’s hand went instinctively first to the place she had touched him, then to his own battle wound. The wound was healed over now, with bright pink flesh. He could just denote a sensation of heat under it. He could well imagine such a powerful spell draining her.
            “That was a dangerous thing to do,” Quinn said. “If I understand right, you in effect magically winded yourself just before the battle began.”
            Armin was just as grim as Quinn, if not more so. Joelle was obviously avoiding his eyes, even as she winced at Quinn’s words. Tane felt his breathing quicken. Such unselfishness! When everyone about him seemed preoccupied with themselves, Joelle reminded him that soldiers fought, and all too frequently died, for the lives and happiness of others.
            “She not only winded herself magically, but the spellcasting takes a definite toll of the wielder,” Armin added. “She was affected physically as well.”
            “Quinn’s right,” Tane said. “You shouldn’t have risked so much for us, though I for one am grateful.”
            He touched his leg wound, drawing everyone’s eyes to the pink flesh framed by torn cloth. Joelle smiled tiredly, and even Armin nodded in approval.
            “It’s wasn’t for naught,” Quinn said, well-pleased. Then he turned worried eyes on Raven, who had only regained consciousness twice, and then only long enough to vomit before passing out again. “Why hasn’t Raven recovered? Why does she seem so deathly pale?”
            “Raven took a hit on the head,” Joelle said, struggling to sit up and look the Tyrian’s way. Raven lay shivering under a blanket between Quinn and Tane. “My spell was cast to deal with open wounds. I’m too weak to cast a spell to see what’s wrong with her, and head injuries are baffling even to the most powerful wizards. It may take a priest of Sharel to heal her.”
            Tane grimaced. Everyone knew the Goddess of Healing and Medicines required stiff “donations” before She blessed anyone with Her healing touch. Or more specifically, Sharel’s priesthood demanded the payments. Still, they were cheaper than mages and more reliable, too. Tane started wondering what he could get for his sword back in Kestsax. Bearclaw was a fine blade, and siege prices might bring him a hefty sum. The army would issue him a shortsword, though he never really liked them. He noticed Quinn stealthily palm his purse, as if weighing it for possible use.
            Raven lay unmoving at his feet. It very well might be her that they take to the Temple of Sharel. Raven had a heavy purse, too, but it would take all of them pooling their purses together to pay for a priest’s help.
            Tane couldn’t help but grin. Quinn’s generous act would earn him Raven’s eternal gratitude, and most likely her playful pursuit of the half-elf would intensify into something serious. He could already hear their banter, and see a desperate Quinn trying to fight off a love-struck Raven. Then he remembered the zombie horde rolling toward them and Kestsax.
            Quinn turned his way and smiled. “Don’t be so grim, my Leltic friend. She’ll be fine. I promise.” He gave Tane a comradely pat on the shoulder.
            A thunderclap reminded them of the fast approaching army. Looking around, Tane could see refugees and the occasional mounted soldier scurrying across open fields and along the road. The approaching cloud bank was beginning to darken the daylight, giving everything an otherworldly yellowish-gray cast, like just before a terrible storm.
            Quinn swung up into his saddle before Tane handed Raven up to him. Tane took note of the gentle way the half-elf cradled her in his arms, resting her head between his shoulder and jaw so her neck wasn’t injured. He treated her with the same gentle concern Tane had seen fathers carry a cherished child. And considering how old Quinn was, Tane didn’t think that entirely an unlikely sentiment from him.
            Armin and Joelle continued to ride double, with Joelle in the saddle and Armin taking the less secure position behind her. The horse was large and strong, if not particularly fast. In fact, all three horses were draft beasts, unused to being saddled and ridden like so many palfreys. Despite that, Tane thought them holding up well.
            Armin, of course, had nothing nice to say about their prodding ways.
            Night fell before they reached Kestsax. Tane was in terrible pain from the long ride, and wanted to stop for the night. Quinn, who was ghostly pale himself, was hesitant. He agreed with Armin, that it was too dangerous. They didn’t know if the zombies needed sleep and had to bed down at night. No one wanted to take the chance, so they rode on through the huddled refugees.
            It was almost midnight when they reached Kestsax. A sentry challenged them from high atop the walls, but refused to open the gate until daylight showed that they really were who they claimed to be. They joined a growing group of soldiers, all survivors of the battle. Mostly, the other survivors were nobles and senior officers, and other mounted men and women. No one had arrived on foot. Tane was heartened by that, since he hadn’t noticed any mounted zombies before or during the battle.
            Try as he might, Tane couldn’t get any sleep. The second he closed his eyes – nightmares! They were the worse yet, with Dakar demanding Tane serve Him. Raven, Quinn, Armin, and Joelle were one by one killed by the terrible God, all the while demanding in a thunderous voice that Tane serve Him, worship Him. Then with a wave of Dakar’s hand, Tane’s murdered friends rose up and attacked him. Undead slaves, they savaged Tane with clawlike hands and rusty swords until he woke up.
            So Tane stood guard with Quinn, while the others slept.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 35
 
            The putrid stench of the nearby river and swamp fouled the air as Nizar picked his way through the forest. The lights of Kestsax could be seen at times. Also, the steady tread of feet filled the rainy, night-shrouded forest of refugees.
            Nizar knew the others he heard weren’t zombies. Mogens had stopped their uncontrolled rush after the fleeing army when night fell. He feared losing control of his command as much, or more, than losing the battle. Nizar had ignored the command to assemble, knowing he had to have Tane Kyleson in hand to avoid the altar, and Mogens’ bloody knife. But he knew the zombie army was close behind him, now arrayed in battle formations.
            Muttering a prayer, Nizar felt the dagger turn slightly in his cold-numbed hand. It was pointing the way to salvation for Nizar. Pointing the way to ultimate wealth and power. Pointing the way to Nizar’s personal vengeance on all, mortal and God alike, who had hurt him.
            Reaching the edge of the forest, with Kestsax spread out before him, Nizar paused to shed the gray robes of Dakar. He regretted giving them up, for the multi-layered woolen garments gave a blessed measure of warmth in this cold, dank land. Burying them under a pile of damp, half-rotten leaves, he took a careful bead on the spot the dagger was pointing at. That done, he slipped the dagger under his belt and set out. Soon, he noted all the men, women and children scattered about in huddled groups.
            Doomed, and they don’t even know it yet, he thought with a grin. The world is only so big, with no place to hide from a God.
            But what really heartened him wasn’t the refugees’ lack of real hope, but that they weren’t allowed into the city. That meant Tane Kyleson was also outside the city walls. Capturing him was immensely easier out here. And he wouldn’t have to concoct a plan to smuggle the swordsmith out of the besieged city.
            Pausing every so often, Nizar pulled the dagger and adjusted his course. As he neared the walls he found more and more refugees and battle survivors. He started keeping the dagger out all the time, so that he didn’t pass Tane in the dark and have to double back.
            The cold rain, which was growing steadily heavier, accompanied by fierce winds and crashing thunder, helped to keep others from moving about, thus giving Nizar cover to stalk his prey. Indeed, he suspected that Tane was as numbed by the cold rain as himself, barely coherent in his misery.
            Daybreak arrived, dim behind thick black clouds. Nizar was smiling, for the dagger was pointing at a pair of men staring at a fire under a crude blanket canopy.
            At last, Tane Kyleson!
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 36
 
            Dawn arrived with the promise of more cold rain, hard-driven by the gale force winds of a winter storm. The dark wall of clouds loomed over them; it’s crashing thunder rattling wagons at times. If anything, it looked even more menacing than it did the day before.
            Tane cast baleful eyes on the gray city walls, knowing that warm, dry accommodations waited within. There really wasn’t any reason for him and his friends to spend the night in such cold misery.
            He noticed Quinn’s head turn, his tilted eyes narrowing. Tane looked out through the driving rain, trying to discern what had alarmed the half-elf. There was barely a movement to see, just a dark gray land of shadows.
            Then one by one, and in small clumps, he saw shuffling men, women and children emerge from the woodline. It only took seconds for the other refugees to realize the zombies had arrived. Shouts for the gates to be opened erupted from a thousand throats, with Tane adding his to the God-awful din. Helmeted heads began crowded the battlements, but there was no indication that the city’s defenders intended to let anyone inside.
            “Into the moat,” Quinn ordered, throwing Raven over his shoulder.
            The area around Tane was suddenly chaos. Men and women screamed and cried, running wildly in all directions, many dropping to their knees and begging the city’s defenders to save them.
            “What good will that do?” Tane said, wanting to run around the city instead, to get as much distance between him and the zombies as possible. The dark waters of the moat, blanketed with early morning mists, looked cold and formidable. “Maybe they’ll open the dock gates for us?”
            “No,” Armin said. “Quinn’s right. Swim over to the berm at the base of the walls. With the water between us and the zombies, we’ll stand a better chance of survival. Those craven pigs atop the walls might even drop us a rope or two.”
            After shucking his mail armor, Tane helped Quinn strip Raven of her cuirass and boots. Tane shoved Tasheba under his belt, knowing how Raven felt about the enchanted blade. Gods forbid that a zombie or one of Dakar’s priests ever claim that magic sword.
            Both Vikon quickly shed their armor and boots, and then waded into the murky waters. By the time Tane and Quinn waded in, others were plunging into the dark moat waters as well. A tall, dark man with a dagger in hand bellowed in anger behind Tane, making Tane think him unable to swim. He felt sorry for him, but knew he wasn’t strong enough of a swimmer to save him as well. Halfway across Tane saw the first ropes being lowered.
            Thanking every God he could think of, and Kamain twice, Tane emerged from the moat and claimed a dangling rope. He waited for Quinn, who slowly towed Raven across. Tane tied a large loop with a slip knot into the rope for Raven. And only after she was a good two thirds of the way up did either man look for a rope to climb up. At the top of the wall they found Raven missing.
            “Forget the woman,” an angry lieutenant snapped, pointing southward. “You have more important things to worry about.”
            Zombies in the thousands were crowded along the moat shore, starting to wash around the city walls in an unstoppable wave of mindless humanity. Captives could be seen being dragged to a holding area some three hundred paces from the walls. Soon, gray-robed men and women arrived. Tane instantly knew them for priests of Dakar.
            The number of lightning strikes doubled suddenly, then doubled again. Several hit upraised spears and tall towers, blasting men and stone to bits. All the while the zombie horde just stood before them in utter silence, staring up at the defenders with dead eyes and slack faces.
            Then the priests surrounded the captives. Tane watched in horror as the priests ordered men and women dragged to them, where they laid a hand on the hapless victim. Whenever one of the gray-robed priests touched a captive, he or she tensed, then relaxed completely. All life was washed from the victim’s face, showing the world Dakar had a new zombie slave to command. The newest zombies quickly took their places among the others.
            Sweeping his eyes over the crowd of mindless humanity, Tane’s heart hammered as he saw several familiar faces. Everard Boarsbane. Corporal Disa. The Amazon from 2nd Section, Sophie. Even Captain Kenelm was a zombie.
            “Look!” Quinn said, pointing to a group just emerging from the forest. It was too far for Tane or the Vikon to distinguish faces, not having Quinn’s keen elven eyesight. “It’s Sergeant Gareth and Corporal Pendar. They’re zombies.”
            “Damn,” Armin growled. “I was just starting to like Pendar. He wasn’t such a bad fellow after all.”
            Unexpected, the zombies before them erupted in fire. Tane yelped as he jumped back. Armin cursed, stepping in front of Joelle. Though a good fifty paces away, the flames were searing hot on their flesh.
            “Mage fires,” Quinn said, shielding his eyes from the intense light.
            “It seems the Kestsaxian mages have finally waded into the battle,” Joelle said. She glowered a long moment. “We could’ve used them yesterday. The battle might’ve gone differently.”
            “Fat chance of that ever happening,” Armin said just as acidly. “That pampered lot wouldn’t consent to getting their precious hands dirty, much less sleeping on the hard ground and associating with common soldiers like us.”
            “Gods forbid!” Joelle said.
            “At least they’re fighting now,” Tane said, though highly distressed. Men and women he had come to see as friends were dying terrible deaths before his eyes. Corporal Disa’s entire squad was unaccounted for. Everard hadn’t been such a bad sort, after Raven had introduced them and spurred on a few friendly arm wrestling competitions in the barracks. Competitions that Tane recalled her making a killing at in wagers, only to lose playing dice. “I pray that being zombies doesn’t Taint their souls in the eyes of the Gods.” 
            The cloud bank lurched forward and dropped to the ground, smothering the arcane fires. Tane thought it would envelope the city walls as well, but hastily cast spells by the mages and priests saved them. Joelle was scornful of the mages’ tactics, saying that the priests had really saved them. Tane didn’t care, as long as somebody was vigilant.
            When the cloud bank fell back it revealed a hellish scene. Scorched bodies lay atop scorched bodies. Only Dakar’s priests survived the fiery carnage. But zombies in the thousands were already shuffling out of the surrounding forest to replace the dead. Tane saw no end of them in sight.
            It didn’t take long for the zombies to fill up all available space in the fields surrounding the city.
            “They’re going to charge the wall!” someone cried to Tane’s far left. “Be alert! Repelling teams to the front!”
            The gray-robed priests were giving orders furiously, sending axe-wielding zombies back into the forest. Soon, they reappeared with long poles easily as long as the walls were tall.  Many were lashed together to form ladders, with others used to make bridges wide enough to pass three men abreast. Tane was impressed by the single-minded speed in which the zombies worked. In no time they were ready.
            “Here they come,” Quinn said. “The true slaughter begins.”
            “Why don’t the mages burn them up again?” Tane said, faced with the daunting task of facing their uncounted thousands.
            “They’ve shot their wad already,” Armin said.
            “Armin!” Joelle scolded. Then turning to Tane, she said, “Remember when I told you magic requires life energy? Well, the mages will have to build up their individual hoards of life energies before they can cast such a powerful spell again. It might not be easy to find that much spare energy in the city.”
            “Not for long, anyway,” Armin said.
            The Vikon couple shared a grim look.
            “This is a more mundane fight coming,” Quinn said. “I’ve seen mages do such things before. It is a tactic to make their enemies wary. In all my years as a mercenary, I’ve never seen magic prove decisive in a major battle.”
            “Blood and muscle wins wars,” Armin said.
            For six hours the zombies came at them in wave after wave of humanity. Most never got across the moat. Though there were hundreds of makeshift bridges, they proved quite willing and capable of swimming if there wasn’t a bridge convenient when they reached the shore. But they never tried to protect themselves from the defenders arrows, hot oil, and thrown stones. By midday the newest zombie arrivals could walk halfway across the moat on the backs of the dead.
            “I haven’t seen such carnage since the Temple War,” Quinn said.
            By late afternoon the priests called off her zombie army and had a black pavilion erected well out of catapult range of the city walls. The priests filed inside once it was ready, making Tane wonder aloud at what they were doing.
            “War council, most likely,” Joelle said. “Their zombies aren’t proving too efficient in storming our walls.”
            Soon a sergeant of the City Guard came by looking for survivors of the previous day’s battle. She ordered them to form up with others below the walls. From there they were marched through the refugee-packed streets to a complex of fortresslike buildings – the Royal Army’s headquarters. There they found Raven sitting in a cobbled courtyard with other “walking wounded,” cradling her head in both hands.
            “Raven!” Quinn cried, breaking ranks to hurry to her side. The sergeant marching them barked an order for everyone else to hold fast, then glared murderously at Quinn. Tane grinned fiercely. Except for Corporal Pendar, their squad was alive and back together again. “You’re all right! Sweet Mother, how I was worried when they took you away!”
            Raven smiled weakly, submissively enduring his embrace before dropping back to the ground quietly. Tane became worried. She should’ve been taunting the half-elf shamelessly.
            “You’re not well,” Quinn said. “I’ll get Joelle to look at you.”
            “No. Please. I’ve had enough magic pushed into my brain to last a lifetime,” she said, clutching his arm to stop him from leaving. He dropped down to sit beside her, letting her lean against him. “I’m just a little weak, that’s all. But I feel better seeing you and the others alive.”
            The sergeant walked over and looked down on them a moment. Tane was afraid Quinn was in trouble, but then the sergeant shrugged and walked back.
            “You boys and girls are here for debriefing,” the sergeant said. “You make sure you tell us everything, no matter how unimportant it seems to you now. If we’re going to win this war, then we need good military intelligence on the zombies. Now, stake out a spot and wait your turn to be debriefed.”
            Tane and the Vikon made their way to Quinn and Raven. They sat together, with Quinn telling her what happened after the battle. Surprisingly, she showed no emotions about Sergeant Gareth’s capture and fiery death. Tane had half-expected her to be terribly relieved, since she had lost their wager.
            “Oh, I have something for you,” Tane said, pulling Tasheba from under his belt.
            Raven snatched it from his hands, tears welling up.
            “I thought her lost,” she whispered, turning to Tane with grateful eyes. Before he knew what was happening, she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. “Thank you. Anything you want, just ask.”
            Tane felt his face burning under everyone else’s bemused looks. Quinn seemed especially smug at Tane’s distress.
            “How long have you been awake?” Tane asked her, eager to change the subject.
            “About two hours,” she said, releasing him with a strange look in her eyes. Then she seemed to push her thoughts aside and shrugged. “They spent a good hour watching me to see if I would keel over, then sent me over here.”
            “Who healed you?” Armin asked as she tied Tasheba’s scabbard across her back. “Mages or priests?”
            “A priestess of Sharel. I think,” Raven said. “At least she was the first person I saw when I woke up.”
            “For free!” Tane said in mock shock, which brought a smile to her face.
            “Well... My purse is missing,” she said with mock thoughtfulness. She cut a predatory glance at Quinn, saying, “But since the priestess wasn’t from the temple of Ashtar, I hadn’t given it much thought. You don’t think she stole it, do you?”
            Quinn’s groan brought a low chuckle from her, and then she grimaced and started rubbing her temples.
            “Have you been debriefed?” Joelle said.
            “Yes,” she said. “They weren’t too pleased with my lack of information.” She snorted contemptuously. “Craven bastards couldn’t muster the backbone to march into battle themselves, and then have the audacity to get snotty when a common foot soldier can’t give them exact numbers and such. Ignorant, base-born, whore-sons.”
            “Typical,” Quinn said. “I’ve soldiered for over three hundred years, and in all that time officers haven’t changed one wit.”
            Raven said, “Well that just proves they’re inbred as well as being ignorant, base-born bunch of – ”
            “We get the point,” Joelle interrupted.
            “No you don’t. Wait until you’ve been debriefed,” Raven said. “You might not be as kind as I’m being.”
            A group of ten men exited a nearby door. They all looked spooked, nervously glancing around. The men looked to be as hard-bitten as any Tane had ever seen, and for them to react like that to the debriefing left him nervous as well. The sergeant escorting them out picked out ten more to follow him inside.
            Taking a deep breath and settling down for a long wait, Tane strangely found he’d rather be atop the walls fighting off the zombies than face the officers debriefing them. From the grim looks on the men and women around him, he wasn’t alone in that.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 37
 
            The debriefing proved short, but intense. Tane left wondering just what did he know. No one seemed to believe anything he said, with many of the senior officers quite hostile in their questioning. Joelle later said they were just scared. Quinn added that they might be looking for scapegoats to save their own heads from the king’s executioner.
            All the debriefed soldiers were assembled at sundown and marched to their old garrisons. Tane and his comrades found all their personal property had been removed from and piled in front of the barracks, which was housing new recruits. The sergeant in command ordered them to find their personal property and fall back into formation.
            Quinn was frantic before locating his pack, with all his personal effects stuffed inside. To Tane’s surprise, he immediately dumped the pack’s contents and began going through his stuff piece by piece.
            “Trusting bastard,” Raven grumbled, shaking her head. “He can’t find it in himself to trust anyone. Thinks everyone is out to steal everything he has.”
            “Maybe he’s been robbed before,” Tane offered.
            “So have I,” Raven countered, “but I’m not obsessed.”
            Tane looked at Joelle and Armin, who nodded as well.
            “Most mercenaries have been robbed at one time or another. Usually by the very people we are hired to protect,” Joelle said. “Most mercenaries forget about it after a period of outrage.” She looked sadly at Quinn’s back. “What he lost must have been very important to him.”
            The others all nodded agreement.
            Suddenly, a mischievous smile claimed Raven’s face.
            “All my things are just dumped on the ground,” she said in an overly loud voice, winking at Tane. She had no “things,” just the clothes she had been “recruited” wearing. She gathered up the few items the army had issued her and slanted a wicked look at Quinn. “I don’t have anything to carry them in. Maybe Quinn will let me keep my stuff in his pack?”
            Quinn’s head snapped up and around, a look of horror spreading across his face.
            “No!” he said. “You just want an excuse to get your thieving Ashtarite hands into my pack! Stay away from me!”
            Eyes atwinkle, Raven eased closer to Quinn, who began to repack with urgency. “Oh, Quinn. I wouldn’t steal from you. We’re soul-mates, lover. Oh...that’s pretty. Can I look at it, Quinn?”
            “No!”
            Chuckling, Tane turned away to look for his pack. He found it soon enough, pausing to glance inside. Everything appeared to be there, so he headed back to the formation. He saw a bemused Raven still tormenting Quinn, trying to sneak a hand into his pack. The half-elf was proving quite vigilant, in a frantic sort of way.
            The sergeant finally ordered Raven to leave Quinn alone, much to her delight and Quinn’s embarrassment. Tane thought the sergeant did it on purpose, because he tried to hide his grin. But a heartbeat later the sergeant was all business, ordering everyone to fall in.
            They were marched to new quarters, more to the west and centrally located on the south walls of the city. The Royal Army’s fortified barracks beside Stone Dragon Gate were luxurious compared to their previous quarters. Like before, the barracks hugged the outer walls, but here they had direct access to the battlements. Instead of section-sized bays, they were assigned to platoon-sized bays. The bunks were also a bit longer and wider, with racks to hold their weapons on each end and foot lockers to store their gear and personal property.
            Tane quickly found a top bunk and jump up into it. They had fifteen minutes before the supply room opened, where they could draw new boots and anything else lost during their retreat. Of course, the sergeant had warned them to expect to have the cost of anything requisitioned taken out of their pay.
            “What are you doing?” Raven said. “That’s my bunk.”
            “Not this time,” Tane said. Rubbing his head, “Bottom bunks and me don’t get along too well. Take the next one over.”
            Raven scowled, but sat on the lower bunk.
            “No, I’ll take the bottom bunk. I don’t mind being on bottom,” she said, and winked at him mischievously. “Besides, I don’t think anyone but you would help me make my bunk.”
            Tane chuckled as the Vikon couple gave him a hard look. He didn’t care. He liked helping Raven.
            “What now?” Tane asked Quinn as he claimed the next top bunk over. “Our platoon and company are gone. Maybe our whole battalion.”
            Quinn immediately stuffed his pack into the foot locker, and produced a brass lock to secure it. Raven gave a scandalized gasp. Quinn snapped the lock closed and gave her a smug look.
            “The way I heard it,” Raven said as she got up and strolled over to examine Quinn’s lock. “All the survivors, both auxiliary and regular, are being thrown in together and given a section of wall to defend.”
            “What about officers?” Quinn said. He was beside himself with worry of Raven, though trying valiantly to hide the fact. She was bent over with the lock in hand, turning it this way that that. “What company are we assigned to? Who is going to lead us?”
            Raven shrugged, though Tane thought her nonchalance a bit forced this time. She only gave the lock a cursory look, then stood to gnaw on her lip a long moment before answering.
            “There aren’t enough commissioned and non-commissioned officers who survived the battle to form up proper companies and battalions,” she said. “I heard that officers and sergeants of the army and city guard will be assigned whole sections of walls, and command over anyone fighting there.”
            Quinn shook his head woefully.
            “Sweet Mother, how did I get myself into this one,” he groaned.
            “But we still have each other, lover,” Raven said, winking mischievously at Tane.
            “Don’t call me ‘lover!’”
            “That’s right,” Armin said, glaring at Raven from the next bunk over. Then a tiny smile played at the corners of his eyes and mouth. “Elves call their lovers ‘bondmates.’” 
            “Don’t encourage her,” Quinn cried, staring incredulously at the grinning Vikon couple.
            “No one needs to encourage me, my beloved bondmate,” Raven said softly, surprising everyone in its sincerity. “You could have just left me back on that Godsforsaken battlefield, Quinn. But you didn’t. You saved my life, and I’ll love you forever for that.”
            Quinn looked shocked, while Tane decided not to mention it was actually Sergeant Gareth that carried her to safety. Though, if one considered the near battle outside the city walls when the zombies caught up with them, another man might have left her behind. Quinn had saved her that time.
            “Get a better lock,” Raven said and tossed the open lock up to Quinn as she returned to her bunk.
            They all just gawked. No one had noticed her removing it. Tane was astounded. Did she know some magic spell? It happened too fast for anyone to see.
            “Sweet Mother preserve!” Quinn gasped.
            Joelle’s laughter rang out, so infectious it even brought a smile to Quinn’s face after a moment, though he fought to hide it. But when Raven turned her attention to cleaning and honing her knife and daggers, everyone else followed suit.
            The survivors of the battle had been given the night off to recuperate. The zombies seemed content to wait until morning as well. As for himself, Tane was looking forward to a bath, a hot meal, and a little time in a nearby tavern. Not necessarily in that order.
            Tane meticulously cleaned every speck of blood, rust, and grime off his sword and knife, noting with a bit of pride that not one nick desecrated Bearclaw’s edge. Then he disassembled Bearclaw’s wood and leather scabbard, cleaning the moat water, blood, and slime out of the sheepskin lining. After his weapons were taken care of, he turned his attention to his other gear. After he picked up another pair of boots, trousers, and tunic from supply, he headed for the garrison bathhouse with Joelle and Armin.
            The bathhouse was a subterranean facility, beneath and fully as large as the parade field. Hot, moist air burst out the door as they entered, driving out the chill that had settled into Tane’s bones even before they fully descended the stairs. There were already hundreds of battle-weary soldiers enjoying the bath, leaving little room to move about. To Tane’s surprise and delight, there were civilians present eager to clean and mend his clothes while he bathed – for a price. He had planned to throw them away, instead of taking on the chore of cleaning out all the blood and sewing up the cuts and tears.
            “This sure beats our old open air facility,” Joelle said as she happily stripped off her battle-tattered, blood-gory tunic and trousers. “It’s getting too cold to bathe outside.”
            Tane quickly stripped out of his equally gory clothes, handing them over to a young man to clean, along with the requested two crowns copper fee. It was expensive, but Armin said so was food and lodgings during a siege. The city’s inhabitants were all probably fighting just as hard to survive in the city as Tane and the soldiers were on the battlefield and city walls. 
            The facility wasn’t a proper bathhouse since it only had a single bathing pool and no dedicated steam room, though the whole facility was steaming hot. Ideally, bathers would enter a steam room to apply cleaning unguents and scrape off the sweat and grime of a day’s hard labors. Once their pores ceased excreting dirt, then they would rinse off in a hot pool. That was followed by a quick plunge in a cold water pool that, if Tane understood the concept, closed the pores to keep out dirt. The whole affair should ‘properly’ take an hour or two, and was considered the high point of the day by many city folks, especially Jarlanders and Amazons.
            “Why is the water that color?” Tane said, hesitating at the pool’s edge.
            The men and women were almost shoulder to shoulder in the waist deep water, some laughing, joking, or flirting, others scrubbing vigorously or gingerly examining puckered wounds. But instead of clean, clear water, they stood and bathed in milky looking water.
            “It’s the bar soap the army issues instead of more expensive cleaning oils,” Armin said as he eased into the water, then helped his wife in. “I suppose it doesn’t look ideal for bathing, but better than nothing.”
            “It’ll get the worst of the filth off our bodies,” Joelle said, looking amused at Tane’s hesitancy. “Don’t worry; if any drowning vermin find you, I have spells to get rid of them.”
            “Vermin?” Tane said, backing away a step. “What kind of vermin? Lice? Ticks?”
            “Worse! Tyrians!” Raven cried from behind him.
            Suddenly a pair of slender arms wrapped around his waist. He felt warm, soft breasts pressed against his back and then a playful bite at the base of his neck. He was lifted off the floor and she jumped into the pool. People laughed or shouted angrily at being splashed, but mostly they laughed. Tane thrashed helplessly in the water, held fast by a gleefully laughing Raven.
            “Don’t laugh!” Joelle called in mock horror. “The lad’s being attacked by a love-starved Tyrian! Blessed Maag, he doesn’t stand a chance!”
            Tane, realizing he was only making a fool of himself, stopped thrashing about and allowed his feet to sink to the bottom. Once grounded, he was able to stand erect and steal away Raven’s leverage. So she hopped onto his back, wrapping arms and legs around him – and bit him playfully just below the ear.
            “Raven! Please!” Tane cried, shocked and confused.
            He was frozen in place. He felt her breasts pressed into his back, just below the shoulders. And more alarming, her pubic mound was pressed against him as well. He’d never been with a woman. His hands began to tremble as he mind spun out and left him disconcerted.
            “I could teach you so much,” she whispered throatily in his ear, while slowly raking her nails across his muscular chest.
            She kissed his cheek and nuzzled his ear, before sticking her hot, wet tongue into that same ear. Then one of her hands slid quickly down his belly and plunged into the milky waters, seizing him.
            “Raven! NO!” he cried, twisting half around in an effort to escape her.
            “Don’t fear, Tane!” Quinn called from beside the pool. “I’ll save you!”
            An enormous wave washed over Tane, followed by the feel of Raven being torn from his back. He heard her squeal, then another splash.
            “Ha! I did it!” Quinn declared. “I saved my innocent friend from the dragon woman.”
            “But who will save you?” Raven asked as she pounced on the half-elf.
            Tane laughed, now that he wasn’t the object of Raven’s lecherous attentions. Quinn had the most wonderfully surprised look on his face just before she wrapped her arms around his neck and bore him beneath the water. They came up an instant later, with Raven already laying a determined claim to Quinn’s lips. He struggled, but even Tane could see it was at best half-hearted. Within a dozen heartbeats the half-elf wasn’t even trying to stop Raven.
            “Doesn’t look like Quinn wants saving,” Armin observed with a wide grin.
            Their hands were beginning intimate explorations of each other bodies. Tane was surprised no one complained, though a few were frowning at them.
            “I can’t believe I tried to fight her off,” Tane said. Watching his two friends slowly moving into a position that could only result in sex, he felt his face burn and throat tighten. He was such a fool. Now Quinn would reap all the benefits of Raven’s insatiable carnal appetite. “I must have temporarily lost my mind.”
            Joelle chuckled, patting him on the shoulder. “It’s better this way, my friend. Much better. I think Quinn is better able to handle someone like Raven.”
            “She would have eaten you alive, boy,” Armin said, though still grinning.
            Raven let out groan of unadulterated pleasure.
            “I know,” Tane said wistfully, and they all laughed.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 38
 
            The night was as cold as any Nizar had known, and wetter than most. He wryly recalled when he held the belief that any land so blessed with rain had to be paradise. Now all he wanted to do was return to his native desert, to feel its hot sun and dry winds on his skin.
            “At least I’m out of that Godsforsaken forest,” he muttered, glancing about to ensure no one was within hearing distance.
            It was still early, barely an hour past sundown, and the streets of Kestsax were teeming. Many of those moving about were heavily armed soldiers. From overheard conversations he knew the survivors of the forest battle had been given time off to relax and enjoy themselves. A poor reward for what they suffered, but one that might aid him in his mission.
            Stepping deeper into the night shadows, he pulled the dagger and spoke the prayer. As commanded, the dagger pointed toward Tane’s position. It hesitated, though, alarming him. But there was nothing he could do, for the rain was washing the blood away. When it stopped raining the blood would dry and flake away anyway. Soon, maybe even by morning, the dagger would be useless to him. And to add insult to injury, the swordsmith was safely behind the guarded gates of the Stone Dragon Garrison.
            “Damn you, Taliope,” he muttered under his breath. He had thought himself so clever when he tricked the defenders atop the city walls into lowering a rope to him, but the Goddess of Chance quickly spoiled his victory by hiding the swordsmith inside the strongest, and most heavily warded, garrison in Kestsax. “I will enjoy desecrating Your temples most of all, and shall celebrate Your ultimate defeat with true gusto.”
            For a moment he wavered. Should he remain there, hoping Tane Kyleson would leave the safety of the garrison? Or should he return to the Forest Haven Inn? A hot meal was more enticing than the prospect of standing for hours in the cold rain.
            I have to be vigilant. I must have faith in my Divine Master, Nizar thought, setting his jaw firmly. He will find a way for me...
            He froze in place, not even daring to take a breath. Could it be? Had his prayers been answered?
            “Yes!” Nizar said, black eyes intent on the woman sauntering out the gate.
            It was her, the raven-haired woman who marched beside Tane Kyleson. She had traded her uniform for white blouse, red breeches, and black thigh boots under a red woolen cloak, thrown back over her right shoulder, but she was the one who marched with the swordsmith. She was the brazen vixen who had stripped away his veil as she marched past. And she was all alone.
            You shall pay for shaming me, harlot, he thought as she grew nearer. A dozen different schemes filled his head. Through you, I will capture your comrade. I will force you to betray him, and then sacrifice you to my terrible God afterwards.
            Nizar watched her walk past. Never had he seen a woman so full of herself. Never had he seen a woman so shamelessly sure of her own sex appeal. The harlot wasn’t walking so much as strutting. And she winked at every man to make eye contact with her, and pinched two others on the rump in passing.
            Shameful.
            As a former thief and cutpurse, Nizar could discern a dozen men and two women just within sight who were looking for just such prey. She didn’t seem to notice, and acted as if she owned the street. Several covertly moved to intercept her in a darker, less populated section of the street. Nizar saw no way to save her, and felt bitterness starting to well up once again.
            Then she turned into a rowdy tavern and vanished. The men who had marked her as their own gave up and began looking for other prey.
            “Taliope, you have been thwarted yet again,” he thought, nonchalantly making for the tavern.
            Stepping into the tavern, Nizar was struck by a wave of heat and bright lanterns. The noise was incredible after the relative quiet of the street. He paused to allow his eyes to adjust, taking the opportunity to hang his wet cloak on a peg near the large fireplace. There was a lamb roasting over the fire, but his congested nose kept him from enjoying the familiar aroma.
            The tavern was packed with a rambunctious crowd, mostly off-duty soldiers and city guardsmen. Tavern girls in gaudy jewelry and skimpy dancing silks flirted with the men, trying to lure them upstairs for more lucrative, for them anyway, activities. In all, Nizar estimated there were some sixty women in the tavern, all but a handful were tavern girls.
            “Tschüss!” the black-haired vixen called from atop a table. The traditional Tyrian greeting was answered by a dozen throats. “I am Raven and I have ten crowns saying I can out throw anyone in a game of daggers!”
            Nizar ordered a mug of wine and watched as Raven made good on her boast. Six men and one woman lost before she exhausted her supply of victims. Then she entered a game of dice and lost it all, plus all of what she carried into the tavern. Grumbling about “enchanted dice,” she eventually found her way to the bar next to Nizar.
            “What’ll ya have?” the barkeep asked.
            “Hmmm, let me think. What do I want?” she said, slanting looks both ways to size up the men at the bar. Nizar moved closer, before another could get between himself and her. Seeing him easing up beside her, she looked straight into his eyes and said, “I’m awful thirsty....”
            “Allow me,” Nizar said. “A woman of such obvious breeding surely desires a fine wine to satiate her thirst.”
            Raven’s bright green eyes looked him over with relish. Nizar was taken aback, having never been looked upon with such carnal desire. Scorn, contempt, disgust, was what he was used to seeing in the eyes of women. Even brazen harlots, as Raven so obviously was, rarely gave him a second look.
            “I like you,” she purred, eyes turning mischievous as she offered her hand to be kissed. “My friends call me Raven.”
            Nizar was taken aback. Hand kissing was a disgusting custom of the Tyrian and Jarlander noble classes. The Gods only knew where her hand had been, what she had touched. And now she wanted him to kiss it!
            “I am honored, my lady,” he said, though thinking, The things I endure for the greater glory of my God. “I am Nizar al-Sayyid.”
            He gently took her hand, raising his veil just enough to give it a quick peck. In that same lightning move as before, Raven ripped his veil away again, shamefully exposing his mouth. Her laughter rang out at the look on his face. Face burning in shame, he fought the urge to cover his mouth with a hand. She now owned his veil, and didn’t seem inclined to return it.
            “Look at that, boys! Murder in his eyes!” Raven crowed, clapping her hands in delight. She then surprised him by easing up close, and saying in a husky voice, “You have the most dangerous eyes I’ve ever seen. They scare me like no others.”
            Startled, Nizar fumbled for an answer.
            “I...I don’t mean to scare you, pretty lady,” he stammered. Then regaining control of his wits, “My only desire is to please you.”
            “Oh, you do,” Raven whispered. “I adore men who scare me.”
            “Well, then, maybe I should pull a sword on you,” Nizar joked.
            Her eyes dropped to his hilt, and froze. At first he thought he had made some mistake. Did she recognize the sword? Was she a friend of its former owner, King Aballion of Treversax?
            “A steppe sword,” she said, hand rising to lovingly caress the long black hilt just peeking over her right shoulder. “I have a steppe sword, too.”
            “I’m sure it is a fine blade – ”
            “Ha! It’s better than fine, she’s a Named sword,” she declared, eyes flashing. “Her name is Tasheba.”
            “Well, yes, Tasheba looks like a fine sword,” Nizar said, though not really knowing what would constitute a good sword, but warriors loved to talk about their weapons of choice. His weapons of choice were stealth and cunning. “Personally, I prefer a scimitar. Steppe swords are too light for me in battle, but they are a fine light blade for nights when I don’t expect to fight.”
            The barkeep delivered her wine. While he paid, she sucked down half the glass in one long swallow. The barkeep took note, too, eyes dancing with mercenary delight. Nizar prayed she wasn’t too thirsty.
            “Good wine,” she said. “Better than I had expected.” She made a face, “For some ungodly reason Lelts love sugary sweet wines. Gods, it’s enough to make a girl drink water.”
            Nizar chuckled. He felt the same way. Nothing could beat a good dry wine.
            “So, my swarthy savior, did the Kestsaxians ‘induct’ you into the army, too?” she said, signaling for a refill.
            Nizar carefully kept his smile as he tossed the barkeep another crown copper. Tyrians were infamous for their ability to consume large quantities of strong drink. He prayed he had enough coin.
            “No, I’m a prince of Tamera,” he said, noting the way her eyes brighten at that. “Though they did try to confiscate my mounts, but wisely backed down when I explained the situation to them.”
            “Are you really a Tameran prince?” she said. “I’m a princess, too.”
            He couldn’t tell if she was truthful, or playing him. Her smile could mean a joke.
            “Really?” Nizar said, a smile spreading.
            It was hard not to laugh, since it seemed as if every Tyrian claimed to be a royal, or at least a noble. Her father was probably some illiterate goat herder or farmer. Every tribe, clan, and family group had a king, so she could be a Tyrian princess. Not that it meant anything.
            “I suspected as much,” he said. “Such grace and beauty couldn’t possibly have come from peasant stock.”
            Her smile was radiant.
            “I must confess, if you don’t stop smiling at me like that, I’ll be lost forever,” Nizar said.
            “Do you really want me to stop?” Raven said, giving him the most sensuous look he had ever seen. She leaned forward, her head rolling back to expose a slender neck.
            His belly became jelly, and his knees threatened betrayal as well. Never had any woman offered herself to him so blatantly before. Indeed, no woman had ever offered herself to Nizar before, period. Then she leaned even closer, revealing a generous amount bosom and a small silver medallion nestled in its milky depths.
            His heart froze.
            Ashtar’s Own! Nizar thought, seeing the medallion only Ashtar’s priests were permitted to wear. Dakar protect! I should have seen it! My God, she looks exactly like Ashtar! I’m a fool!
            That last thought startled him. What if she was Ashtar? He was doomed. But he could find out, for he had “felt” Ashtar earlier in the raven. If he could just find the strength.
            Closing his eyes and taking a deep breath, Nizar silently prayed to Dakar for His aid and protection. That done, he tentatively reached out with his priestly powers, all the while fearing Raven would detect his probing.
            He felt resistance to his probing. Heart hammering, he pushed a bit more and broke through. To his great relief, he found she wore a talisman against magic somewhere on her person. Thankfully, it was no match for Godly powers.
            Raven proved to be only a woman. But she had the “Taint” of Ashtar, thick as summer flies. She was definitely connected to Ashtar in some way, but not a priestess. Not a full priestess. There wasn’t the aura of power that surrounded a priest. An acolyte? Probably.
            But still, one of Ashtar’s Own, he thought.
            Raven snuggled close, nuzzling his cheek. He realized she didn’t know what he was doing, and might be misinterpreting his slight withdrawal. There was confusion, maybe even fear, in her eyes, well hidden, but there. Fear and uncertainty in equal measures. It fired him, deep down. She was afraid he didn’t want her.
            Power. I have stolen her power, and she knows it. She is mine.
            “I’ll get a room,” he said, feeling her tense.
            He noted uncertainty claim her face, but he returned a look of utter confidence. As expected, she responded to his confidence. Raven relaxed, though wariness still owned her eyes.
            “You won’t be sorry, lover,” she said, caressing his hand lovingly.
            The way she watched him, watched his eyes, said she was still unsure of him. It was obvious she wasn’t used to being in that situation. And it seemed to make her want him even more.
            He fought to keep control of his emotions. Nizar had never really wanted any woman, but he wanted this wicked woman, this Ashtarite. The swordsmith’s friend, his trusted comrade, Ashtar’s Own – and he would use her to capture Tane Kyleson.
            Victory is so sweet, he thought. Earlier, I vanquished your Goddess, Raven. Tonight, I’ll make you my weapon with which I will destroy your beloved Arisens’ only hope.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 39
 
            Tane and Quinn walked through the garrison gate together, laughing comradely about Raven’s antics in the bathhouse earlier.
            “I have to admit,” Tane said. “I was afraid you might be angry with me.”
            “Why?”
            “Well, Raven was nude when she waylaid me,” he said. “She’s a very...uh...pretty woman. And, of course, she’s your woman.”
            “Ha! My woman! Raven?” Quinn said. “My friend, Raven doesn’t ‘belong’ to any man.” He gave Tane a comradely clap on the back, saying, “She’s like a cat. Beautiful, graceful...”
            “...Preens shamelessly...” Tane offered with a laugh.
            “...Totally amoral...”
            “...and always lands on her feet,” Tane finished with a laugh. “Raven is glorious!”
            Quinn laughed merrily. “You sound like a man in love, except for that crack about her preening shamelessly.”
            Tane shrugged in good humor, saying, “I admit I was more than a little smitten with her, at first. But she would kill me. She’s fire, and I’m water. We’re fine side-by-side, but never put us together.”
            “You’re wise beyond your years,” Quinn said. He sighed gustily. “I thought I knew better, and I do, but....”
            “But you’re not going to turn her away,” Tane finished as they reached the tavern. After consummating their “friendship” in the bathing pool, they had taken it back to the barracks and had at each other on Raven’s bunk. Twice. Tane was more than a little impressed, and envious. “I don’t blame you, old friend.”
            “Old?” he laughed. “If you only knew. If you only knew.”
            Before Tane could question the half-elf further, Quinn slipped into the tavern. Tane followed, and was immediately brought up short. Never had he seen such a place. The women were all scantily clad, and about half the serving wenches were topless. The men were some of the most dangerous he had ever seen.
            “This is the tavern Raven is meeting us at?” Tane said. He was incredulous. Why would any woman want to patronize that tavern? It scared him. “If I were a woman, I wouldn’t even walk down the same street as a place like this. It doesn’t look safe for armed men.”
            “Raven doesn’t like safe,” Quinn said.
            “I’ve noticed.”
            All the tables were taken, so they found a clear spot at the bar in back. Tane looked around, but didn’t see Raven anywhere. Strange, since she had asked twice to ensure they would meet her there. Had she changed her mind?
            “You see Raven?” Tane said.
            “No,” Quinn said. “We’ll wait a bit, but if she doesn’t show soon we can leave and find a more...pleasant tavern.”
            Tane looked around warily, saying, “We could wait at the door.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 40
 
            “Don’t stop!” Raven cried.
            Nizar claimed her lips in another deep, passionate kiss. Mostly to shut her up. All the while, he continued to thrust into her receptive body. She grunted with every deep thrust.
            “Ugh. Ugh. Ugh.”
            Her sex tightened around him again. He released her lips to kiss a line down her neck. 
            “Yes. Yes, Yes,” she gasped out with a deep, breathless, lust-drenched voice. “Don’t stop. Just like that. Yes. Yes.”
            Her hips thrust up to meet him. She ground her sex against him, even as her nails raked his back. Then her legs spread wide, knees locked straight, and an incredulous look spread across her face.
            “Ooooooooooh.” Raven’s back bowed, belly quivering so hard Nizar paused to look down at it. “Yes.”
            Nizar felt so powerful. He propped himself up with a forearm across her upper chest, grabbed a large, firm boob, and really started to thrust into her like a king. Instead of relaxing and basking in the afterglow, Raven cried out, gasped, and started bucking. Her hands clutched at him desperately, while her eyes rolled up and tiny animal sounds bubbled out of her slack lips.
            “Please. Don’t stop,” she gasped out. “Almost… There…”
            He pounded into her harder, faster. The wet slap of flesh against flesh grew louder than his grunts and her little cries of pleasure. And that wonderful rush filled him with tingles, and there was no stopping it. Nizar released deep inside Raven, and that pushed her over the top again.
            Nizar slowly pulled out. She gasped, and then cried out softly in protest. He just rolled over to sit on the edge of the bed, breathing deeply to steady himself. 
            “That was great!” She gave Nizar a come-hither look, reaching out to rake her nails down his back. Her body glistened with sweat, her nipples still hard and erect. With a throaty purr, she begged, “Do it again. And again.”
            Nizar laughed.
            “And again,” she said.
            “I get the point,” he said, chuckling wearily.
            She was so terribly beautiful. Her breasts were larger than he realized, firm with youthful health and good breeding. Raven’s waist was tiny, while her hips were wonderfully flared and round.
            Damn good breeding, Nizar thought, recalling how Raven had bragged during their loveplay of being a direct descendant of Ashtar. It makes my victory all the sweeter.
            He reached out to stroke her warm, soft cheek. Raven pushed into it, purring with hedonistic pleasure. Nizar felt such power in her submission.
            He spoke a prayer, and Raven tensed. All life instantly vanished from her adoring eyes. A zombie. 
            “Not yet, harlot,” he sneered. He stood, turning to study her on the rumpled bed. His to command. “At the moment, I desire a different kind of fun.”
            Raven didn’t respond. He found little pleasure in her mindlessness. But he knew how to take advantage of that small deficiency.
            “Off the bed!”
            Raven slipped out of the bed to stand before Nizar.
            “All fours.”
            She dropped to her hands and knees.
            “Bark.”
            “Arf. Arf. Arf. Arf...”
            “A big dog, stupid!”
            “Ruff. Ruff. Ruff...”
            “Silence!”
            He started to kick her too pretty face, but stopped himself. With regret. A bruised face would put a kink in his plans for her. As it stood, he could make her forget everything that happened while she was entranced. In truth, Nizar only entranced her so he could prepare her sword.
            Taking up her sword, Nizar pulled his belt knife and carefully trimmed off a fingernail. Then taking the sword, he froze. The feel of magic washed over him, though subtle. But it was obvious the sword’s magic was no threat to him, so he carefully worked the nail clipping up under the black leather wrapped around the two-handed hilt.
            Since the nail clipping was a part of him, he could always divine its location. Anywhere Raven, and Tane, went, Nizar could follow. It was better than the bloody dagger he had used earlier, for the nail clipping would last for years. No amount of use or weather would strip it away.
            Closing his eyes, he tested his plan by “calling” to the nail clipping. Nothing. He couldn’t find it, even though it was just three paces away. Then he realized the sword was the talisman against magic he noted earlier.
            “Damn,” he growled, eyeing her balefully.
            Turning back to Tasheba, he closed his eyes again and preyed for divine aid as he studied the enchantment. It was strong. Very impressive.
            “A spell against magical attack?” he said. “Very Interesting. I could use something like that.”
            He could just take it, giving her his sword in its place. A “suggestion” from him while she was entranced would keep her from realizing a switch had been made. That would solve his problem. But, if she returned to the barracks with a different sword her friends might question her on it. Such a blade was valuable, and not easily given up by anyone, especially not by a woman like Raven. And she wouldn’t know how to explain the new sword.
            Maybe she could provide him something of Tane’s to enchant? That would be even better, since he wouldn’t have to worry about her surviving any battles to stay near the swordsmith.
            “Do you have anything of Tane Kyleson’s on your person?” he said.
            “No.”
            “Damn,” he said, thinking furiously. “Does he need anything? Something he’ll keep on his person at all times. It’ll have to be something you could give him without too many questions.”
            She was silent a long moment. “Armor. He lost his armor.”
            A smile slowly claimed Nizar’s face. He had more armor than he knew what to do with. It would be a pleasure to be rid of it, too. The gambeson would be perfect. It was too big and heavy for Raven, so it was unlikely anyone would question her willingness to part with it instead of wearing it herself. The swordsmith would never suspect a thing, and wear it all the time. Perfect.
            “Run if you want,” he said, well-pleased with his cunning as he finished secreting the nail clipping inside a seam of the gambeson’s cloth lining. “But don’t look back, for I’ll be one step behind you.”
            Looking at Raven, waiting patiently on her hands and knees not five paces away, he found his ardor rising yet again.
            “Is my little slave princess still hot for me?” he asked.
            The sight of her Silk Slave tattoo had been another surprise for him. She was full of delightful surprises.
            “Yes,” she said.
            Nizar raised a single brow, surprised to have received a response, much less that answer. Yes, indeed, many delightful surprises.
            “Hop back up on the bed, harlot.”
            Raven obediently complied. He admired her form a moment, wondering if he should take her as a zombie. Would her touch be as deft, as thoroughly delightful? Would she be as sensuously stimulating?
            Not a chance.
            He positioned her exactly as she was when he entranced her. Then he positioned himself and reached out to stroke her cheek just as before.
            Nizar said, “You will not remember anything that happened while entranced. But you will deliver the gambeson I will give you to Tane Kyleson. If anyone asks where you got it, tell them you won it dicing.”
            “I understand.”
            He spoke the prayer that freed her, and kissed her deeply before any confusion set in. Let her believe his passionate kiss caused her momentary disorientation. Maybe she’d even believe it was love.
            The thought amused him.
            “Sweet Lyss, kiss me again!” she gasped, invoking the Goddess of Love and Passion. “And again. And again!”
            Nizar took a fistful of silky soft, glossy black hair, jerking her head back. She gasped, emerald eyes burning with desire, body arched and trembling.
            “You’re such a shameless hedonist,” he said.
            “I know,” she whispered, voice deep and husky, as she slipped off the bed.
            Raven pushed his knees wide, wrapped a hand around his rising member, and when down on him. He buried his hands in her thick, silky hair, and savored his victory.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 41
 
            “Well, I for one am through waiting,” Quinn said. “I can forgive almost anything, especially where Raven is concerned, but I detest waiting for anyone. Especially when she almost begged us to meet her here!”
            “Well, I’m sure Raven has a good excuse,” Tane said, hoping she did.
            “Bloody right I do!” Raven said, giving them her most roguish grin. “Behold!”
            Tane jumped in surprised, with brought a wicked little twinkle to her eyes. Quinn just frowned at her.
            “You’re late.”
            “I know,” she responded, but turned a bright smile on Tane.
            Raven produced a chain mail gambeson with a flourish, her grin growing wider. Tane’s trained eyes noted it was a fine example of the armor’s art. She had lost her steal cuirass, so needed some armor. Unfortunately, Tane could see the armor was made for a much heavier, stronger person. He doubted if Quinn could wear it comfortably. But he was sure she could sell it for a hefty sum.
            He idly wondered where she got it, but knew better than ask. Raven would probably conjure up some wild story to explain her newest prize. Most likely she stole it off a passed out drunk.
            “I hope making us wait was worth it,” Quinn grumbled, though Tane noted a hint of interest in the mail armor. “Sweet Mother, we’ve been waiting for you for over three hours! And Tane and I have to report for duty at first light.”
            “Oh,” Raven said, suddenly distressed. “I’m so sorry. I feel terrible. I’m surely unworthy of your friendship. But won’t you forgive me, Quinn? I’ll do anything you ask if you will. Anything.”
            “Strange, you don’t sound sorry,” he said.
            “Doesn’t look too sorry, either,” Tane said, noting the mischievous glint in her eyes.
            “Thanks a lot, Tane. And after I risked life and limb to get this fine padded gambeson for you,” she said. “But does anyone thank me? No. You just ridicule me.” She pulled a dagger and offered it to them, “Go ahead, cut out my heart and stomp on it. It’ll hurt less.”
            Quinn groaned while Tane rolled his eyes. But Tane’s eyes quickly returned to the gambeson.
            “I am ashamed,” Tane said, trying not to laugh. “I am unworthy of your friendship. I beg your forgiveness.”
            “That’s more like it,” she said, then turned on Quinn. “You could learn a thing or two from Tane.”
            “You wouldn’t respect me if I gave up so easily,” Quinn said, and took the gambeson from her hands. “Very impressive. You didn’t steal it, did you?”
            “What! I’m shocked!” she said, snatching it back and handing it to Tane. “I told you, I won it fair and square at dice. For Tane, since he returned Tasheba to me after the battle. I owed him.”
            “Thank you,” Tane said, flattered. In truth, after that first battle, he was afraid to go into battle again without armor. “I don’t know what to say.”
            Quinn gave him an “oh, please” look. Tane just shrugged.
            Well-pleased with herself, Raven said, “I just want all my friends to survive this Godsforsaken war. Besides, I have a birthday coming up in a few months, and I like getting lots of presents.”
            “Not very subtle,” Quinn mumbled. Then he looked around and frowned. “Nothing for me? I lost my armor too, you know.”
            Raven’s smile was pure sensual wickedness.
            “Oh, I have something for you, lover,” she said. She kissed him long and deeply. “Do I ever have something for you?”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 42
 
            Sunrise the next morning brought another assault on the walls, just as Quinn had predicted. The attack lasted just over three hours, followed by two hours of the zombies falling back and reassembling for their next attack. And attack they did. Time and time again they attacked, though never once did any of them reach the battlements, with few even surviving the moat crossing. The carnage sickened Tane, as it did even hardened veterans. Even the Tyrians were hard-pressed to find any humor in the situation. Only sunset brought a stop to their mindless charges.
            By the middle of the day the moat was completely filled with dead bodies. Tane couldn’t even look at it. To see the face of a dead friend would be too much.
            To Tane’s horror, the gray-robed priest didn’t seem to learn any lessons from their failure. The next day was a repeat of the last, as was the third, fourth, fifth...until the morning of the twelfth day.
            “What is that?” Tane said as he and Quinn were posted together atop the wall.
            The zombies were acting stranger than usual. Instead of standing silently in massed formations, the zombies were busy hauling stones, baskets of soil, and felled logs. The logs were being laid out in a series of squares to form a large rectangle from the walls back to the woodline. The areas inside the log squares were being filled with stones and dirt. Tane noted they had built up the end butting up to the walls more than that nearest the forest.
            “They’re building a ramp,” Quinn said. “They might not have any idea of how to organize a proper siege, but at least they know how to make a stable ramp.”
            “A ramp?”
            “Yes,” Quinn said, pointing. “See how the logs hold the fill in place? That makes the whole thing more stable, so siege towers can be rolled up them to the city walls.”
            “How long do you think it’ll take?” he asked.
            Quinn paused, studying the zombies a long moment. Tane followed his example, and found the tireless efforts of the zombie slaves below disheartening.
            “They work fast,” the half-elf said, echoing Tane’s own grim assessment. “But it’s an awful long and wide ramp, too. I’d say they can build a low ramp for siege towers in a few days or so, a little longer if they are trying to build a ramp to the battlements and attack on foot.”
            “Shouldn’t we be doing something?” Tane said. He knew what he wanted to do, but running for his life was out of the question. He had friends to think about now, not to mention his family out among the zombie horde. To save his family, the horde had to be defeated, and their terrible God vanquished. “Maybe I should go tell the sergeant or something.”
            Quinn gave him a fatherly clap on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.” He turned around, facing into the city and pointed to a nearby warehouse. It was huge, easily the largest stone structure Tane had ever seen that wasn’t a castle or other fortified structure. But to his surprise, he saw scaffolding being erected hastily around it. “If you look closely, you’ll see those men are soldiers. They are about to start tearing that building down, to use it as a quarry, and then we all get to help build up and reinforce the wall facing the ramp.”
            “But won’t the zombies just raise their ramp?”
            “Probably. But then we’ll raise our wall again to counter them,” Quinn said. “We’ll keep it up until one side gives up, or either our wall or their ramp collapses under its own weight. Then we’ll all start again somewhere else on the wall and do it all over again, or they’ll try a new gambit.”
            “You make it all sound boring,” Tane said, feeling some of his fear being bled away by Quinn’s matter-of-fact tone and manner.
            The half-elf shrugged, “I’ve been in dozens of sieges, on both side of the moat. Truth be told, we have a pretty good chance of survival here. Our rear is the river, allowing us to receive supplies and reinforcements almost uncontested. And while we might be a bit pinched for food and rest, the zombies will likely be hard-pressed to feed their massed thousands. There’s only so much forage available.”
            “We’ll lose anyway,” Tane said, surprising himself with his confidence.
            “How do you know that?” Quinn said.
            “I just do,” Tane said. He cast a grim look at the horde below. “My dreams have changed again. They aren’t as frightening, but scream for me to escape the city while I still have time. He is coming.”
            “Dakar?”
            Tane nodded.
            Quinn was quiet a long moment before asking, “Do your dreams say what to do? Or how to escape the city?”
            Tane looked at Quinn in surprise. “You...you believe me?”
            “I’ve never known you to lie,” he said. “And if your dreams are prophetic, as both Joelle and Raven seem to believe, then I would be a fool to ignore them, as would you.”
            Tane barked a short, nervous laugh. “As if I could ignore them! Great Kamain, what I’d give if I could ignore them!”
            A great shout rose up further down the wall. Tane whirled around to see untold thousands of zombies storming the wall. The city walls were sparsely populated at the moment, since only minutes before the zombies weren’t formed up anywhere. They had forgotten how quickly sorcerous control of human minds could mount an attack. And how eerily silent the zombie attacks were conducted.
            “They’ve made the battlements!” Quinn shouted, starting along the wall.
            Alarms bells began ringing all over the city. Men and women, soldier and citizen alike, charged through the streets toward the nearest wall. Then signal fires blazed to life atop the curtain towers framing the sections of wall under attack.
            Tane, following Quinn, stopped suddenly as the tower before them lit its signal fire. He turned to glance through the battlements as a dozen grapnels arched over the walls and clanged on the stone catwalks. In an instant they were pulled tight and the ropes began to creak under the strain of zombies climbing up.
            “Attack the ropes!” Tane called, yanking Quinn to a stop.
            More grapnels were flying over the battlements even as Tane hacked at the first taut rope. He was surprised to find his sword wouldn’t part the rope in a single cut. He had made that sword, and knew it to have an incredibly keen and durable edge. But Bearclaw just cut a few strands with each stroke.
            “Sweet Mother preserve us!” Quinn bellowed, not unlike a Tyrian warrior. “The bastards are learning!”
            A beam of sunlight hit the rope just right, and flashed bright light into Tane’s eyes. Steel! They had woven steel wire into the rope. And good steel, too, if Tane was any judge.
            “Axes! We need axes up here!” Tane shouted down to the soldiers heading towards the walls.
            “Stand aside, boy!” a huge Tyrian ordered. His battle-axe rested lightly on his shoulder as his golden brown eyes twinkled with battle delight. “Watch how I send these craven dogs to their pox-ridden God!”
            His axe flashed out, cleaving the thick steel and hemp rope cleanly. Bellowing with laughter, he marched down the catwalk joyfully severing the ropes. But even as he did so, three more grapnels came over the wall for everyone he cut. And in places the zombies had already made the battlements and were fighting with soldiers. A moment later, the Tyrian was also embroiled in the fight.
            A dark movement to his right alerted Tane, but too late. Expecting an attack by a zombie, he was unprepared to fend off the iron grapnel streaking over the wall straight at him. Only his helmet saved his life as the heavy projectile smashed into his right temple.
            Light and darkness flashed behind his eyes, with pain lancing down to his feet. A second later, more pain as he fell heavily to the cobbled walkway. Countless men and women trampled him in their desperation to push the zombies back over the walls.
            “Tane?” Quinn asked, shielding his friend’s body with his own and gently slapping his face.
            Tane tried to answer, but couldn’t find the breath or control needed. He understood what was happening, and the danger to himself, but couldn’t even focus his eyes. The sounds of men and women dying around him demanded he get control of himself and help them.
            Strong arms wrapped around his chest and dragged him for what seemed an eternity. By the time he was laid in the shadow of the tower, Tane’s eyes were becoming his to command again. The scene that came to him was hellish, and easily the most bloody and savage fight so far. The zombies were learning. Yes, slowly but surely they were learning how to fight with what little cunning they still possessed, and that scared Tane more than anything else.
            The pinnacle of the tower looming over Tane and Quinn exploded in sorcerous fire. The priests and mages fighting there were consumed by arcane fires, with many choosing to fling themselves over the sides to escape the hellish fires torturing them.
            A struggling pair fell from the tower to land at Tane’s feet in a cloud of black smoke. The vile stench of burning human flesh assaulted Tane even as he recognized the horror of what happened. The priest of Ashtar was clearly dead, his golden hair evaporating in the fire consuming his broken body. The zombie, though also being consumed by fire, was still alive and continuing to squeeze the priest’s broken neck. In a fit of tearful rage Tane found his feet and plunged Bearclaw through the zombie’s heart.
            Dakar’s grey-robed priests were lined up just out of bow range, magically orchestrating the attack. Zombies in the thousands still patiently waited their turned to climb the ropes and join the battle. Many more zombies than Kestsax had soldiers, and more zombies were shuffling out of the forest all the time.
            Suddenly, the scene before him changed. Instead of chanting and gesturing priests, of silent and grim zombies, he saw a dark road through a lush forest – and a gleaming city in the distance. A city he knew to be far to the south. A city he had to go to.
            “Caeren,” Tane said, then shook himself out of the trance.
            “Who?” Quinn asked, glancing back at him. “Who is Karen?”
            Tane blinked at Quinn, momentarily forgetting who he was. Then it came to him.
            “The city of Caeren, below the Thanir Mountains,” he said, brow creased in concentration. In truth, Tane knew he had never heard of any city by that name, but at the same time knew it existed. And he knew what he must do. “I have to go to Caeren. In Caeren I will stop Dakar.”
            “You! You alone, a mere human, are going to stop a God, just like that?” Quinn asked, turning fully around to face his friend. Then understanding dawned on the half-elf’s face, and he gave Tane a fatherly smile. “Sit down, my friend. You have taken a bad blow to the head, and – ”
            “And nothing,” Tane snapped. “Kamain is sending me south, to Caeren. Now I know, Quinn. There is a deed that I, and I alone, must do.”
            Tane saw horror on his friend’s face. A soul deep fear his friend was throwing away his life.
            “You have to go alone?”
            “Yes,” Tane said, though knowing it was a lie.
            His dreams, nightmares, had always shown him traveling with Quinn, Joelle, Armin, and Raven. But, they had also shown his friends all being destroyed. And at no time did he see any “benefit” to himself or humanity as a whole come of their senseless deaths. He couldn’t allow it to happen, so he would go alone to face Dakar.
            A great soulful wail of despair rose up from the city. Tane and Quinn turned in time to see the iron-bound portal of the Stone Dragon Gate swing open.
            “Shining Gods!” a familiar voice cried from below. “Get out of my way, you craven goat lovers!”
            Tane looked over the side at the stairs leading up to his position. Halfway down Raven, Joelle, and Armin had stopped their furious fight upward, to stop and stare in disbelief at the open gate. Zombies and priests were flooding into the city, slaughtering anyone who dared to oppose them.
            “Turn around! Turn around, you Godsforsaken oafs!” Raven ordered. “Can’t you see the real fight is down there?”
            “Raven!” Quinn called. When she looked up, relief claiming her face, the half-elf waved, shouting, “Stay there! Tane and I will join the rest of you there! It’s important!”
            Raven looked troubled, glancing between them and the torrent of zombies streaming into the city. But Armin waved for Quinn and Tane to join them, laying a hand on Raven’s shoulder.
            “What are you doing?” Tane said as Quinn ushered him to the head of the stairs.
            “Getting you out of the city in one piece,” he said. “For that, I’ll need their help.”
            Within moments they joined up with their three friends. Quinn explained quickly their predicament. Joelle and Armin were shocked. Raven just frowned.
            “Getting out of the city is going to be difficult,” Quinn said as they reached the bottom of the stairs. “I believe our best chance is to take a small boat and head downstream.”
            “What?” Raven said. “Every man, woman and child in this Godsforsaken city is, or very quickly will be, heading for the docks to do just that. We’ll all be like a bunch of stinking rats jumping off a burning ship, and just as doomed.”
            “You have a better idea?” Joelle asked just as harshly.
            “Always,” Raven said. She smiled at the warrior witch smugly. Then more seriously, “Are you sure about this, Tane?”
            He nodded grimly. “Just get me out of the city, and I’ll go from there. The rest of you must then head north, to warn the Jarland cities of the zombies.”
            Tane had expected Raven, if no one else, to argue the point. Ashtarites, and Tyrians, too, never liked to run from a good fight. But to his surprise, she nodded and trotted away with everyone in tow. Strangely, Tane found himself disappointed no one had argued for accompanying him to Caeren.
            Raven led them straight into a temple of Ashtar. It was large as temples go, towering high above all buildings in the area. It was made of a yellow-gold stone streaked with blood red, roofed in gray slate. Tane knew his entire village could’ve assembled inside its vast nave, with room to spare. Lining the nave were statues of Ashtar in her various manifestations, all small altars for private prayers. The High Altar, beneath a towering statue of the Goddess, was only for the priests to pray and perform rites.
            Raven started for a door in the back, to the right of the High Altar, then halted. Silently indicating they should wait, she hurried over to the High Altar and knelt. Laying her sword gently on the stone floor, she chanted a short mantra and bowed over it. Then Tane heard the faint sound of her whispered prayers, spoken in a feverish rush. When her head came back up, her face was soaked with tears.
            “Follow me,” Raven said, bounding to her feet.
            “What happened?” Tane said, grabbing her arm as she tried to pass by him. “You look upset. Did Ashtar say something?”
            “No,” Raven said. “I couldn’t even feel Her presence. Not at all. It’s the first time that’s happened in a temple.”
            Tane’s heart froze. Had something happened to Ashtar? Where the Arisen reeling as badly as Their human devotees?
“What could it be?” Quinn said.


            Raven suddenly turned hostile eyes southward.
            “Dakar,” she said between clenched teeth. “His sphere of influence has engulfed us, so He is able to block my prayers. Ashtar would have to make a supreme effort to break through, and She doesn’t even know I’m alive down here now. Our contact with the Gods has ended until we put an end to Dakar.”
            With that, she turned on her heel and marched off.
            “Where are we going?” Joelle said as they followed.
            “To the crypts,” Raven said.
            Tane felt his skin crawl. That was the last place he wanted to go.
            “Aren’t we trying to escape the city,” Tane said, hating how peevish he sounded. “I mean, Kamain wants me to escape and do a deed for Him.”
            Raven smiled fondly at him. “I know. And that is exactly what you will do.”
            “A tunnel?” Quinn said.
            “Exactly,” Raven said.
            “How did you learn of it?” Joelle asked suspiciously.
            “Most temples have them,” she said, not rising to the challenge in the Vikon’s voice. “At least the older temples have them. A throwback to the days when temples also seconded as fortresses in times of war. As for how I found this one, well, this temple is an exact replica of the temple in my home city where I was taught my priestly duties. and I did a little, ah, exploring on my off-duty time to see if everything was truly the same. It is.”
            “Even the secret tunnel?” Quinn said. “How could that be if it’s supposed to be a secret tunnel?”
            Raven smiled at him, saying, “The Gods work in mysterious ways, don’t they? Maybe Ashtar just made it exist for me to find, and no man ever built it. Or, maybe when this temple was built, She knew this day would come and had Her priests build the tunnel so that I could find it.”
            “Or maybe it was just dumb luck,” Quinn said. “As I understand it, even the Gods have limits on how far into the future they can see.”
            “I think one of the other priests just told her,” Armin said. “You know how Raven has to make up a wild story for everything.”
            “You’re accusing me of making up some wild story?” Raven cried, though her eyes betrayed her amusement.
            “Perish the thought,” Tane said. “But this can wait until later.”
            Raven shrugged.
            The crypts beneath the temple went down for five levels, filled mostly with the remains of noble members of the temple and priests who died while serving in the temple. Thankfully for Tane’s peace of mind, all the tombs were sealed with masonry, bronze or silver plaques affixed to tell one and all whose bones lay beyond.
            Raven led them to the lowest level and stopped before an ancient tomb. She asked them all to stay out of hearing, then frowned at Quinn. Quinn just returned her frown with a guileless smile. She finally shrugged and hurried over to the tomb’s silver plaque. Tane watched as she muttered arcane words and touched an intricate pattern of bricks. Within a dozen heartbeats the wall before her began to grind slowly back.
            “Look at me, wielding power like a full priestess!” Raven crowed, emerald eyes dancing gleefully in the torchlight. “Maybe I missed my true calling.”
            “Somehow I just don’t see you as some solemn priestess, ministering selflessly to distraught men and women,” Quinn said. “Knowing you, you’d probably just kick them in their rear ends and tell them to act like adults! Besides, you didn’t really cast a spell. You just put on one of your little acts again. I would’ve felt the magic dissipating, and besides real magic wouldn’t require you to throw mechanical levers to make the wall move.”
            “Killjoy,” she grumbled.
            Tane shook his head to drive away the dizziness their rush through the city and temple had left. His right temple still throbbed, and he could feel a trickle of blood slithering downward. He dared not tell his friends just how sick the blow had left him, for valuable time would be lost while they ministered to him needlessly.
            Forcing his eyes to focus on the yawning portal Raven had just opened, he asked, “Where does it lead?”
            Raven shrugged. “Won’t know that until we get there. But it is an escape tunnel, so should take us well behind any siege lines.”
            “If this were a normal siege, I would agree,” Armin said, eyeing the tunnel warily. “But the Gods alone know how deeply the zombies are spread out around the city.”
            “With the city falling, shouldn’t they be heading in?” Joelle said, turning to Quinn.
            “Depends on how experienced Dakar’s priests are,” the half-elf said. “Considering the circumstances, though, they have every right to believe no one will escape southward through their lines.”
            “Or even want to,” Armin said.
            Tane felt an urge to leave, to enter the tunnel. He looked up beseechingly, praying Kamain knew what He was doing. Praying Kamain was watching and protecting His devotee and pawn.
            “We’re just wasting time here,” Tane said, and slipped past Raven to enter the tunnel.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 43
 
            The tolling of the alarm bells interrupted Nizar’s morning meal, a bowl of steaming chicken broth the innkeep’s wife swore would chase away his sniffles. So far, though, his sniffles were clinging tenaciously to his nose, making his head feel leaden. At first he ignored the bells, busy considering how he might phrase a self-healing prayer to Dakar that didn’t sound too self-serving or make him look like a comfort loving whiner. But when the bells didn’t ease up after a few minutes, like usual, he decided to have a look.
            “Hywel!” Nizar called.
            The innkeep hurried in at his summons. He looked harried, as usual. But at least he didn’t scowl at Nizar like he’d done before the priest placed subtle spells upon him and his family. They didn’t realize it, but all were bound to Nizar’s service, and thus to Dakar. One and all obeyed Nizar’s every command, no matter how bizarre or unpleasant, without question. And none thought to question their own eagerness to please him.
            “I’m going out. If that lazy urchin, Sindy, arrives before I return, give her something to eat and make her stay put,” he said as he tossed a dark green cloak across his shoulders. The color gray had become very unpopular, and dangerous, since the siege began. “Lock her in a closet if you have to, but don’t let her leave.”
            “Yes, my lord.”
            Sindy might be his enchanted slave, but she still possessed the impulsiveness of childhood. She would never disobey an order, but he had found her attention span, not to mention memory, to be quite limited. The urchin had wandered off on more than one occasion, but returned the moment she remembered him.
            Quite frustrating, but unavoidable with children.
            “I shouldn’t be long. I just want to ensure the walls won’t be breached today.”
            “Yes, my lord.”
            Nizar had little fear of that. He had no contact with High Priest Mogens, but listened intently to all gossip concerning the deployment of forces on both sides. Though he knew next to nothing on conducting sieges, he gathered from the gossip it was too soon for the defenders to take anything for granted and start making mistakes.
            Still, one could only hope for that jewel of an opportunity to show itself.
            If I deliver the city,
and the swordsmith, then my life will be set, Nizar mused as he departed.
            He hadn’t taken a dozen steps toward the Stone Dragon Gate when the tenor of the battle din altered. In a matter of heartbeats he realized the gate had been captured or breached. Men and women were racing past with wild screams of despair.
            A temple of Baldr, King of the Arisen, was nearby. A burning desire to torch it flared to life deep within him. He could single-handedly deprive the most powerful Arisen of some measure of power and prestige. And at no risk to himself.
            A soldier covered in blood passed, his weapon lost in his headlong flight. Nizar became excited to see the battle was so close. Then zombies appeared down the street, swinging cudgels and swords, and taking a deadly toll.
            We’re butchering them all! he thought.
            Nizar’s moment of exhilaration died as he realized that Tane could very easily be killed while he was sating his lust for vengeance on the Arisen. Or worse, the swordsmith could be captured by Mogens’ forces. The High Priest would get the credit, and their Divine Master’s lavish rewards.
            The thought had barely registered before Nizar was scrambling through the hysterical crowd towards an alley. Once inside, he raced through the garbage to the next street over and turned south again. The street was crowded, but it was smaller than the other and seemed overlooked by the zombies. Within minutes he stood within sight of the Stone Dragon Gate and garrison.
            “Damn my luck!” he growled.
            Zombies were overrunning the last resistance atop the walls as well as pouring through the open gate. Tane could be anywhere. The bastard could even be dead or captured.
            Taking a deep steadying breath, Nizar centered himself and prayed for divine help. Receiving it, he cast out for the swordsmith, and the nail clipping secreted in his armor. All the while, he prayed vehemently that Tane was still alive.
            A subtle “tugging” at his mind had Nizar reversing himself and heading north. He found that encouraging. Of course, a zombie could’ve killed him and taken the mail armor, though unlikely.
            The mental tug became stronger as he ran down the dark, twisting streets and alleys. Then exiting an alley, he found himself facing a large temple built in the Tyrian style. The stained glass windows were of different aspects of Ashtar. For an instant he thought Ashtar had set a trap for him, but then spotted the five soldiers running up to the main door.
            Tane Kyleson! he thought, exultant, as they slipped inside.
            Nizar hurried after them. He had learned much about the floor plans of temples, and of their many secret passages and chambers, since entering Dakar’s service. They could yet escape him, even with Tane wearing the armor.
            Strangely, he found them huddled together near the High Altar while the harlot knelt and prayed. The sight left him uneasy. Could Ashtar detect the enchantment he had placed upon the nail clipping secreted inside Tane’s armor? It was as subtle as possible.
            No. Ashtar is vanquished, he assured himself. I was there. I saw it.
            Just in case, he eased deeper into the shadows to wait. Soon enough, Raven finished and they hurried deeper into the temple. He felt his skin crawl when he discovered them heading down into the crypts.
            Fearing discovery, Nizar remained well out of sight of his prey. He did manage to catch a few stray words and sentence fragments. Enough to know they were heading for an escape tunnel out of the city.
            The realization struck him like a lightning bolt. All of his prayers were answered. Tane was taking himself out of the city, past High Priest Mogens and the zombie horde. Nizar wouldn’t have to devise a way to smuggle Tane past Mogens. He didn’t have to fear the High Priest’s betrayal, his stealing away Nizar’s just rewards.
            All I have to do is follow them, he thought, grinning wolfishly. With the armor magically tethered to me, I can follow safely and take the swordsmith any time I want him.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 44
 
            Tane hadn’t taken ten steps before he was stopped by deepening darkness. It was so dark ahead that Tane doubted even Quinn’s elven night vision would penetrate it. There had been plenty of light prior to entering the secret tunnel, and everyone had been so eager to leave no one had thought clearly. So no one had thought to bring a torch.
            “Allow me,” Joelle said, scooting past.
            She spoke a short spell. Slowly, her right hand began to glow. Brighter and brighter it grew, until Tane couldn’t look directly at it. He felt no heat, though it was a mere arm’s length from his face.
            He heard Raven grumble something about preferring torches to “witch-light,” and saw her make a quick warding sign. Armin quickly pushed past Tane as well, moving into position behind his wife. Joelle gave Tane an apologetic smile, then turned to lead the way.
            Quinn moved up behind Tane, while Raven brought up the rear. The sight of Quinn in the witch-light startled Tane, for the half-elf’s eyes glowed like wolf eyes staring at a fire. But Quinn frowned at him, motioning for him to hurry after the Vikon couple.
            Considering the poor condition of the tunnel – crumbling walls, rotting support timbers, ankle deep water in places – Tane was pleasantly surprised at their quick pace. The splashing of their feet roared in his ears, but he reassured himself that the sound couldn’t pass through to the zombies far above.
            Several minutes after they entered, Quinn froze in place and looked back. Raven, too, tensed and stared back the way they had come.
            “Did you hear something?” she said.
            “Yes,” Quinn said. “Someone is following us.” 
            “How many?” Tane asked.
            “I can’t tell. Maybe one,” he said, then shrugged. “Maybe an army.”
            “Let’s not stay to find out,” Joelle said and hurried on.
            Tane whole-heartedly agreed. He didn’t hesitate, though Quinn did. And when he did, Raven snapped at him to move out or get out of her way. He quickly caught up with Tane.
            “So much for fearless Tyrians,” Armin muttered.
            “Only idiots are truly fearless,” Raven said. “And, despite what you may think, I am not stupid.”
            “We don’t need this,” Tane snapped.
            “Agreed,” Joelle said, giving Armin a disapproving look.
            After that they moved in relative quiet, broken only by the splashing of their feet in the cold, brackish water and their harsh breathing. At one point Raven suggested knocking out a support timber or three, to block the passage so whoever was following would have to turn around. Tane thought it a splendid idea, as did the Vikon couple, but Quinn disagreed. He feared such a ploy could easily get them all buried alive.
            That simple thought killed the idea for them all.
            They reached the end of the tunnel before anyone could come up with another tactic to stop or destroy their pursuit. The tunnel opened into a round chamber, with no other tunnels off it and no sign of a door. Its one distinguishing feature was a single thin support in its exact center.
            “Blessed Maag!” Armin said, turning to glare at Raven as she entered the chamber. “Now what? You’re the one who brought us here. Where’s the bloody exit?”
            Raven gave him a haughty look and stepped past them.
            “And you thought me an idiot,” she said.
            Without waiting for comment, Raven turned and kicked out at the base of the center support. She barely leapt out of the way before the ceiling came crashing down. Tane raced for the tunnel with the others, for once cursing just as furiously as Armin.
            “Come on back!” Raven called after them, way too cheerfully for Tane’s nerves. “The door’s open!”
            Tane led the way back, tentatively. Even with Joelle’s magically lit hand, they couldn’t see more that two arm-lengths through the dust swirling through the dank air. But just as he reached the chamber a gentle breeze hit Tane in the face. Another two steps brought him to the bottom of a pile of rubble, Raven’s footprints marking a trail up into dim light.
            Following Raven’s trail, he soon felt rain drops striking his face. Then he saw the forest canopy, dark and menacing against the raging storm above. They were deep within the forest, beside a swollen creek. The battle for Kestsax could just be heard in the distance.
            “You almost killed us with that...that...” Quinn stammered, too angry to speak coherently.
            “What’s the matter, lover?” Raven said. She arched a perfect black brow. “I’m getting real tired of being demeaned and insulted. You may not have much of an opinion of me, or my talents, but I have a knack for getting out of tight situations.”
            “I suspect you have a bigger knack for getting yourself into tight situations,” Quinn said.
            “Yes. Makes life interesting, don’t you think?” she said, smiling smugly.
            “Raven got us out of the city. End of discussion,” Tane said when he saw Armin prepared to enter the argument. “It doesn’t matter how. Or how dangerous it was. She did it, and I for one am grateful.”
            “Thank you,” Raven said, looking both uncomfortable and pleased at the same time.
            “You did good, Raven. Thank you,” Joelle said, surprising them all.
            “Whatever,” Armin said. “But it’s time we split up. I suggest we all head north, but to different cities.”
            “Good idea,” Joelle said. “Give the zombies four different trails to follow. That’ll give everyone a better chance of escaping.”
            “Three,” Raven said.
            “Pardon?” Joelle said.
            “I’m staying with Tane,” Raven said.
            “No,” Tane said, the vision of Dakar snapping Raven’s neck flashing before his mind’s eyes. “I have to go alone. I...I saw it in my dreams.”
            “No you didn’t,” Raven said, squeezing his shoulder. “Remember? You told me all your dreams in detail. I’m in every one of them. If I’m not there, fate has been changed and you might fail.”
            “But you die! All of you die!” Tane said, and instantly regretted it.
            “What better company to die in?” she said. “What better cause?”
            “She’s right,” Quinn said. “We’re all part of his prophesy. If we abandon him, then he may fail.”
            “And if he fails,” Joelle said. “Then we all perish, no matter how far away we run.”
            “I can’t let you,” Tane said. “Your deaths were senseless in my dreams. I could tell that no good came by them, that your deaths meant failure. So I think that means we have to split up.”
            Tane felt rather proud of himself with that statement. Right off the top of his head, too. And it was true. All of it. With each needless murder, he knew his cause was lost.
            “Where were we killed?” Raven asked. “The first part of the trip? The middle? The end?”
            Joelle looked up suddenly, understanding dawning.
            “Yes. That’s important, Tane. Think hard,” she urged.
            “Well...I’m never real good with the time line,” he said, tugging at his lower lip. “But something makes me believe it near the middle, perhaps earlier. Why?”
            “Because all of us are there in your dreams about the final fight, when you’re making those swords,” Joelle said.
            “Your sense of failure at our deaths during the dream was Kamain’s way of saying we all need to survive to the end of the trip,” Raven said. “I think. Of course, it might also just be a warning of the dangers of failure.”
            “Or of a possible fate if we make a wrong step,” Joelle said. Then she smiled warmly, “But, Tane, haven’t you learned yet? Fate isn’t written in stone.”
            “Knowing our fate allows us to take steps to avoid the nastier aspects of it,” Armin said.
            “I don’t like this,” Tane said, but unable to think of a reason they shouldn’t stick together. And in truth, he was greatly relieved to know he wouldn’t face Dakar alone. “I’ll never forgive myself if any of you are hurt or killed.”
            “Don’t concern yourself with us,” Raven said. “Everyone’s fate is their own concern, no one else’s. And that, my friend, is the will of the Gods.”
            “Now that we’ve settle that,” Quinn said, a bit agitated, “I think it best we’re gone before a zombie army starts gushing out of that tunnel.”
            A faint splashing sound echoed up to them, almost drowned out by the storm overhead. But it put a sense of urgency back into their lives.
            “Follow me,” Tane said, striking out away from the stream and deeper into the forest.
            “Where to?” Quinn asked. “Is this the way to Caeren?”
            “No, to Bracklin,” he said quietly. “I’m going home.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 45
 
            Nizar stopped. All he could see was the shifting blackness of the night forest. Wind howled in the treetops, drowning out all other sounds. At least the rain had stopped soon after nightfall, allowing him to dry out his clothes with a prayer.
            Finally, they’ve stopped for the night, he thought, gently wiping at his tender nose with the bottom of his veil.
            The tugging in his mind had grown steadily stronger over the past few minutes, meaning he was gaining on them. He had stopped to make sure, and was reassured when the tugging remained constant. Now he only had to give them enough time to bed down for the night.
            Once he judged they had gone to sleep, Nizar eased through the forest as quietly as he could. That meant very slowly for him. Even so, he made entirely too much noise to his suddenly sensitive ears. Surely they would all be roused.
            A soft sound stopped him dead in his tracks. It came again, a snorting sound. His eyes rounded, having heard rumors about the vicious boars of the southern forest. They were said to be big as a lion, and twice as ferocious. Then the sound came again, and he recognized it as human.
            Squatting in place, he peered into the darkness intently. Soon he found what he was looking for. A dark shape was slowly pacing back and forth, like a soldier trying desperately to stay awake and keep warm. Though he was glad to find them, the fact that they had posted a sentry made his task all the more difficult. If it was the elf...well, he didn’t care to consider that.
            Moving in as close as he dared, Nizar said a silent pray to Dakar, asking for the ability to see in the dark. His prayer wasn’t granted. Some things his Divine Master just couldn’t provide. He only wished he’d been given a list beforehand.
            Once I am made a High Priest, I think I’ll do just that for the priests under me, he thought. I’m sure that will impress Dakar, and make Mogens furious. Dakar will surely wonder why His other High Priest hadn’t thought of it first.
            The cloaked sentry reclaimed his attention by bending over to check something on the ground. Long dark hair fell out of her cloak’s cowl.
            Raven! Thank Dakar, I can make her obey, he thought. Now, do I order her to fall asleep, or help me capture the swordsmith?
            The spell on Raven was subtle, so none of the mages and priests in Kestsax would discover it. But that subtleness also made it less powerful. She would undoubtedly obey, but if Tane or someone else asked her why, she might reconsider and turn on him. She still had free will, though undermined to an extent.
            I’ll put her to sleep, just to be sure, he thought. He would’ve liked to have her join him and Tane, so she could be sacrificed upon Dakar’s altar. But foremost in his mind was the fact that Tane’s four companions were one and all capable of tracking him down. That thought didn’t sit well with him. I’ll put her to sleep, then use my powers to make them all zombie slaves while they’re asleep.
            With that thought, Nizar eased closer to the cold camp. He needed to be close enough for Raven to hear his command to sleep, and not wake anyone else up with it. It took far longer than he liked, but finally he came within whispering distance.
            “Go to sleep,” he whispered firmly as the sentry squatted over something she had dropped on a patch of earth cleared of leaves.
            Her head came up instantly, hand flying to the hilt at her waist. Nizar froze. Raven shouldn’t have reacted like that. Then the sentry rose and pulled a straight sword, not the steppe sword Raven carried across her back.
            The witch! What a fool I am!
            Joelle cocked her head this way and that. She started to ease over to the line of bodies just three paces away. But she stopped short, turning back to study the dark forest again. Nizar held his breath, even as he tried to think of something to do.
            If he rushed her, Nizar believed he had a better than average chance of laying hands on her before she could react effectively. If so, she would be his to command, a zombie slave. But that same rush would make too much noise. The others would be on him before he could do anything more. He could only enslave one person at a time, and he had to lay hands on them to do it.
            Joelle looked as if she was going to wake one of the sleeping forms, causing Nizar’s blood to pound in his ears. He was too close to escape if they were alerted to look for him. But she changed her mind, easing back to retrieve what she had dropped on the cleared spot.
            She’s casting bones, Nizar thought, wondering if the bones would tell her of his presence.
            If she became engrossed by her castings, maybe he could sneak up on her. Not likely.
            If only I had that staff Mogens uses to enslave people, he thought.
            The High Priest didn’t like to actually touch any of the prisoners, so had enchanted a walking staff with the spell. Whenever it touched someone, that person became a zombie slave of Dakar’s. If Nizar had such a talisman, then he’d only have to get close enough to jab her with it.
            But nothing says I can’t make one, he thought with rising optimism. Nothing to say I couldn’t enchant, say...a simple rock or stick.
            Gently patting the damp ground around him, Nizar quickly located a bit of rotting wood about the size and shape of his thumb. Now he just had to determine the best spell to attack her with. He could kill her outright, but that would deprive Dakar of a slave. Unfortunately, he couldn’t guarantee her reaction upon being enslaved. She might stand up and begin moving about, searching for him, searching for her new master.
            A sleeping spell to keep her quiet, then. After I bespell the witch, then I can enslave the others at my leisure.
            Nizar centered himself and waited for the “connection” to his God. Once he had that mental confirmation of Dakar’s attention, he prayed for the enchantment needed. In less than a dozen heartbeats his prayer was granted.
            Nizar looked up at Joelle with a predatory grin.
            She was still squatting over the cleared patch of earth, rolling the enchanted bones in her hands. At the same time she was being alert to her surroundings. Nizar waited, knowing his time would come.
            Joelle dropped the bones and bent over to study them. Nizar rose up and took careful aim. He had to hit her the first time. No second chances. Failure meant death.
            He let fly.
            The witch jerked. Nizar had lost sight of the stick in the darkness. He tensed, ready to bolt.
            Joelle slowly fell over and curled up atop her enchanted bones.
            After a silent prayer of thanks to his God, Nizar eased into the cold camp. He restrained himself from kicking the witch in the face. That could be done after he enslaved her and all her friends.
            Squatting beside her sleeping form, he reached out to touch her. One touch, and she would belong to Dakar, and be Nizar’s to command. With Raven already enchanted, it would be three against three if he was discovered and he had to fight.
            A movement to his left startled him. One of the others was stirring. It was the swordsmith, in the middle left of the sleeping foursome, writhing in some nightmare. Nizar suppressed a curse, for the fool would wake everyone up if he didn’t stop thrashing about.
            Moving faster than he thought safe, Nizar hurried to Tane’s side and touched his forehead. Tane stiffened, then relaxed. Nizar grinned.
            Mine! At long last, you are mine.
            His fate secured, Nizar looked northward, toward Kestsax. Soon, High Priest Mogens wouldn’t be supreme among priests. He would have a rival, if not an outright successor. Did Dakar really need two High Priests?
            But first he had to deliver Tane Kyleson to his Divine Master.
            “Do not speak, slave,” Nizar whispered, looking around and trying to decide who to enslave next. The keen-eared elf was the logical next choice. But which sleeping form belonged to the elf? “Rise up and be prepared to defend me.”
            Obediently, Tane flung his cloak aside and rose. Nizar’s breath hissed through his teeth, for the fool’s cloak whipped over to strike the witch’s mate.
            “What? My watch?” Armin said with a gravelly voice.
            Nizar reached for the Vikon, to bespell him. But Tane was still rising, and bumped into Nizar. The priest fell backwards, landing atop Raven.
            “Hey!” Raven cried. “Get off me, you dolt!”
            “Intruder!” Armin cried.
            The rasp of steel came to Nizar from all sides. They were all awake, except for the witch. Tane was his slave, but that left three against two. But Tane had no free will. The others were all trained and bloodied warriors. And the half-elf could see far better in the dark than any of them.
            “Follow me, Tane!” Nizar commanded and scrambled from the midst of his enemies.
            A shape darted in front of him. It was Raven. Frantically, Nizar tried to think of a command that would set her against her friends. But Raven cut him off with a bellowed battle cry.
            “Ashtar! Ashtar! Ashtar!”
            “Die, Ashtarite!” Nizar growled, pointing a finger at her as he prayed for a lightning bolt through her chest.
            Raven dropped to the ground before he finished his prayer, rolling through his legs. Nizar fell face first. Rolling aside, he kicked out at her and scrambled for his feet again. She was rising between him and Tane, not even paying attention to the swordsmith.
            “Tane, kill her!”
            “Watch out, Raven!” Quinn cried. “Tane’s been magically enslaved by him.”
            The half-elf’s warning was too late. Tane had a choking hold on her neck, and was straining to end her life. Raven clawed frantically at his arm and face as Quinn charged in to help her.
            “Bastard!” Armin growled, coming in low to Nizar’s left.
            In desperation, Nizar prayed for fire and cast it at the Vikon’s face. Armin cried out in surprise and pain, falling back. Raven cried out in battle joy.
            A quick look showed that together Raven and Quinn had wrestled Tane to the ground. Nizar cursed under his breath, for he knew that Tane was not capable of defending himself against those two, zombie or not. Then Armin was back stalking him, sword in one hand and dagger in the other.
            “Damn you all,” Nizar spat. “You will all pay for this! I swear it!”
            With that, he raced into the forest.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 46
 
            Joelle cried out, brutally brought back to the waking world. Armin was kneeling over her, his hand raised for another slap.
            “Hit me again, and it’ll be the last thing you ever do,” she said, eyes blazing.
            He had never hit her before. Blessed Maag, how dare that bastard strike her!
            “Are you all right?” he asked, the concern in his voice registering.
            Joelle stiffened. The last thing she remembered was being on watch, and casting bones. Why was she on her back with her husband leaning over her?
            “Oh my Gods, I fell asleep,” she whispered, blanching. Nothing so horrible, so humiliating had ever happened to her before. What would the others think? Would they still trust her? “I’m so sorry, Armin. I didn’t mean to. You have to – ”
            “Not your fault,” he interrupted.
            She grimaced, though. He would never blame her for anything. He loved and adored her. He worshipped her. But not the others. But if the others didn’t know...
            “Is she awake yet?” Raven asked, coming up from behind Armin to look down in her. “Ah, good, she is.”
            Joelle steeled herself for Raven’s, quite justified, torrent of abuse and scorn. But nothing came forth. Looking closer, she didn’t see any contempt or anger in her face, only concern. And splattered blood.
            “Is she all right,” Raven said, brow knitted.
            “I’m fine,” Joelle said, sitting up and looking around. It was still dark. “What happened?”
            “We were attacked by a priest of Dakar,” Raven said, glaring daggers into the surrounding forest. “The bastard enchanted you and Tane before we chased him off.”
            “We were afraid you were a zombie, too,” Armin said, relief evident on his face. “Thank Maag you aren’t.”
            “‘Too’ you said,” Joelle said, realizing Quinn and Tane weren’t standing over her. “Who was enchanted?”
            “Just you and Tane,” Raven said, starting to rub her nose as if it ached. Joelle noted the blood staining her lower face was still dripping from her nose. “It looks like Tane is a zombie.”
            Raven turned and pointed. Joelle peered into the darkness and saw two dark shapes beside a tree. One was tied to the tree, while sitting back against it.
            “Quinn’s keeping an eye on Tane while we check on you,” Armin said. “Do you think you can help him?”
            Joelle let Armin and Raven help her up, then rushed to Tane’s side. He was quiet, too quiet. Though he struggled, it wasn’t with any real determination. She saw no life in his eyes.
            All my fault! Joelle thought, horrified. Now she recalled the voice from the darkness that at the time she convinced herself was imagined. Why would a priest of Dakar whisper at her? This wouldn’t have happened if I had awakened Armin when I heard that voice.
            “Tane, can you hear me?” Joelle asked.
            “Yes,” Tane said, and continued struggling.
            “You have to do something, Joelle,” Raven said. “You’re the witch. Break the zombie spell.”
            “I’ll try,” she said, all the while wondering if Witchcraft could break priestly magic. She wasn’t even sure Sorcery could. Kneeling beside him, she took a deep steadying breath. “Everyone be quiet and still.”
            Joelle tapped her precious hoard of life energies, now so terribly small. Never before had she allowed her hoard to become so depleted. But the war had left her so drained at the end of each day, with nothing left to store for later use.
            Changing her perspective to magesight, Joelle studied Tane in detail. Nowhere did she see any sign of enchantment. It was going to be just as hard as she thought.
            Laying hands on his head, she began chanting a spell allowing her to “see” curses and such. She didn’t find a curse, but did note a faint hint of magic swirling deep in his head. It was so strange, pulsing like a heart.
            “I found it,” she whispered, so no one would blurt out a question in their frustration and break her concentration. “It’ll take a moment, so don’t be alarmed.”
            Armin knew that. He would never disturb her spellcasting. But the others were unknown. Raven was beside herself with concern, though trying gallantly to act as if she wasn’t. Quinn was fidgeting like a child.
            Knowing she didn’t have the life energies to complete the spell, Joelle held up her hand to her husband. He immediately entwined his own fingers with hers. An instant later his life energies began flowing into her, being directed to her hoard. She took only what she absolutely had to have, but felt guilty nonetheless. Like herself, Armin was exhausted and could ill-afford to give anything up. And he had no ability to hoard the life energies she needed.
            Opening her eyes, Joelle glanced around before beginning her spell. Armin was intent on her, watching for any sign of strain like a hawk. Quinn stared worriedly at Tane. Raven was staring round-eyed at the Vikon couple’s clasped hands, overwhelmed by her fears of magic-users.
            Joelle pushed them all out of her mind. Tane became the only person in her universe. She was the physician, her magic the knife. The zombie spell was an arrowhead buried within her patient, a patient who absolutely had to survive intact. When she began “cutting” she would have to be extremely careful, for the mind was the most unknown part of the human body.
            Chanting, she tightened her spell’s weave until it appeared to her magesight as a single thin strand. Then with a subtle change in her chant, she eased the spell into Tane’s mind. She went in slow and careful, ready to jerk out at the least sign of trouble.
            The zombie spell’s pulsing increased – doubling, tripling, quadrupling – in less than a dozen heartbeats. She paused. Watched. Waited.
            Nothing else happened. Tane didn’t “feel” distressed to her, though his attempts to break free of the ropes increased in proportion with the spell’s pulse. She continued on, moving in on the strange geas.
            “NO!” Tane screamed, almost breaking her concentration.
            “Hold him tight,” Armin commanded. Someone fell across Tane’s legs, jabbing an elbow into her leg in their haste. Harshly, Armin said, “Cover his mouth.”
            Tane’s next outcry came to her muffled, as if through someone’s hand or a thick gag.
            Her spell touched the geas. And recoiled.
            “Ai!” Joelle cried, then clamped down on her mouth and retreating spell.
            That was a first. She had felt pain using magic before, but that was the first time it had felt like a white hot poker was thrust into her forehead. But if she was hurt, the enslaving spell holding Tane was damaged even more so. It wasn’t as bright to her magesight, and it pulsed slower, weaker.
            She thrust again, harder, deeper.
            Searing pain!
            Again, she thrust. This time with all she had.
            Joelle and Tane screamed as pain and blackness took them.
            The next thing Joelle remembered was Armin cradling her, rocking her back and forth as he knelt on the ground.
            “Tane?” she asked though a dry throat.
            “Free,” Armin said.
            Turning her head, she saw Quinn tucking a cloak around Tane’s sleeping form. Raven gently caressed his brow while speaking softly to him, like a mother to a child.
            “Some wicked pirate you turned out to be,” Joelle said, unable to put the tartness into her voice she wanted.
            Raven smiled. “And some wicked witch you turned out to be. Thank you.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 47
 
            “Well?” Tane asked.
            Joelle opened her eyes and looked at him. He tensed. 
            “It feels safe,” she said. “The village is as deserted as it looks.”
            There was no joy in her pronouncement. Tane had hoped, prayed, that someone would have survived, that his family would be there waiting for him. But it wasn’t to be.
            Bracklin was dead.
            “We should still be careful,” Quinn said. He looked up, gauging the time by the late afternoon light. With the thick cloud cover telling time was difficult. “I suggest we split up and comb the village for food and clothes, and be gone before nightfall. Half burnt down or not, a village will draw zombies in need of food and shelter for the night.”
            Joelle’s magical probing had determined the village to be deserted, so Tane disregarded Quinn’s advice for caution. He walked out of the cover of the forest and woodenly walked down familiar streets toward his family home. He heard the others following quietly, but didn’t care.
            More than half the buildings were burnt to the ground, with most of the others damaged in one way or another. No bodies littered the streets, though bones were scattered about, sending a chill down his spine. Rumor said that the starving zombies ate any dead they found, and occasionally killed their wounded for food.
            Bracklin was large for a village, but Tane soon found himself approaching his home on the eastern side. It still stood, though most of the thatch roof was missing, burnt away. The front door was smashed in, covered in dried blood. There was a great deal of dried blood in the kitchen and his brother’s room.
            “They put up a good fight,” Raven said.
            He heard Quinn growl something to her, too quietly for him to make out. Raven stomped out in a huff, followed by the Vikon couple. Quinn continued to follow him from room to room.
            Placing a comradely hand on Tane’s shoulder once they had checked all the rooms, Quinn said, “There wasn’t anything you could’ve done.”
            “I should’ve been here.”
            “You were where you needed to be.”
            “I wasn’t where my family needed me,” Tane whispered.
            “They may still be alive,” Quinn said. “Don’t give up, my friend. If they are alive, then they need you more than ever now. Only you can save them.”
            “I’m not so sure,” he said, looking around his father’s work shop. It was the first time he remembered seeing the forge cold. “Everything seemed so clear before we arrived. Now I don’t know what to do.”
            With a fatherly smile, Quinn said, “Do what we had planned all along. Change out of your uniform and put on some of your old clothes. Preferable something threadbare and dirty. We have to blend in, look like zombies in case we stumble upon any of them by accident.”
            Tane nodded. The others had been against heading for Bracklin, it being out of their way. Everyone wanted to get to Caeren as quickly as possible, to end the reign of terror. But Tane remained adamant. He had to know his families’ fate, and he was the one person they absolutely couldn’t leave behind. So they grumbled and decided they would make the best of it by gathering civilian clothes in Bracklin to disguise themselves. If they looked like zombies, maybe they wouldn’t be challenged even though they were going the opposite direction as everyone else. Maybe not. Not even Joelle knew how much independent thought the zombies possessed.
            But as Raven had said, “We’ll ford that river when we get to it.”
            Suddenly Raven strutted into the shop, “Look at me! Gods, it feels good to be out of that damnable uniform.”
            Quinn frowned. Tane thought she looked damned good, much like the night she was brought in. She wore a white shirt, black leather breeches, and black thigh boots. Tasheba was still strapped across her back, peeking out from under a crimson cloak, but he noted several more knives sheathed on a new belt around her waist.
            “You look too good,” Quinn said.
            “Thank you,” she said, beaming with pleasure.
            “No, that’s bad. We have to look like zombies, and zombies look unkempt and dirty,” he said, starting to become flushed. “Haven’t you been paying attention to anything we discussed? You look like you’ve just walked out of a bathhouse.”
            “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said. “Zombies are a bunch of mindless dolts. No one will notice, and if they do, I’ll say that I was just captured.”
            “That’s not the point, Raven. We don’t want any reason for anyone, zombie or not, to take notice of us,” he said. “For all we know, they have some way of telling each other apart, or can communicate with each other in ways only zombies can understand.”
            “Oh, rot,” she said. “You worry too much.”
            “And you don’t worry enough,” he shot back, “if at all.”
            Seeing that Quinn was starting to grow angrier, and Raven more defiant, Tane decided it was a good time to go change out of his uniform.
            “Are you going to change?” he heard Quinn ask her.
            “No.”
            Tane heard a yelp of surprise from Raven, then the sounds of scuffling feet. That was followed by the sound of someone hitting the ground. A flurry of blistering curses, from both Raven and Quinn, followed. Tane decided it best not to interrupt them.
            His room was much like he left it. The clothes trunk was opened, with most of his clothes flung about as if someone had riffled through it looking for something. Stripping out of his gambeson and uniform, he picked out his oldest, drabbest clothes. Soon he wore brown trousers and his old hunting boots, with the gambeson over a white shirt and one of his father’s blue tunics covering the gambeson. He belted Bearclaw over the tunic. Over all of that he wore his old gray hunting cloak.
            By the time he finished and returned to the street, Joelle and Armin were just walking up in their new clothes. Both had on worn leather pants stuffed into their army boots, dark shirts under jerkins, and woolen cloaks.
            “Where’s Quinn and Raven?” Joelle said.
            Tane cocked his head, listening. He couldn’t hear them, so he figured them off looking for more suitable clothes for Raven.
            Before he could answer Joelle, Quinn came out of the work shop wearing a pair of Tane’s father’s torn pants and a horribly soiled and forge-burnt shirt. But what caught everyone’s attention was his black eye and bleeding nose.
            “What happened to him?” Armin said.
            “Raven,” Tane said, trying to hide a grin.
            “Yes, Raven,” Quinn said with a wistful sigh, then returned Tane’s grin. “But I won.” Then turning around, he shouted, “Raven! Are you still sulking?”
            “Sulking!” her outraged voice echoed out of the shop. “I’m not sulking, you overgrown goblin! I’m trying to decide how I’m going to kill you!”
            She came around the corner, looking even worse than Quinn. Her face was scratched, and the knuckles on her right hand were bleeding. She still wore the same clothes, but now they were torn and filthy.
            “What are you staring at?” Raven said, glaring murderously at Tane while she picked straw and leaves out of her hair.
            “Oh, nothing,” Tane said, suppressing his need to chuckle. “I was just thinking that you are looking much better than Quinn, so I assume you won the...ah...argument.”
            “Yes, I did,” she said, her eyes daring Quinn to challenge her claim.
            Tane decided that discretion was called for, and promptly started walking south. The others fell into step behind him.
            “How far away is Caeren?” Joelle asked as they reached the edge of the village and started down a shadowy track into the forests.
            “I don’t know,” Tane said. “How far away are the Thanir Mountains?”
            “Almost a month away by foot,” Quinn said. “Maybe two weeks if we really push ourselves.”
            “And if Dakar started there, that means the whole trip will be through enemy territory,” Armin added.
            “Yes, it’ll be a glorious adventure,” Raven said, with a faraway look. “I can already hear the ballads they’ll sing about me – I mean, about us.”
            Quinn leaned close to Tane and whispered, “If Raven has any say in it, we’ll be lucky to even be mentioned by name.”
            “If we all live through this,” Tane said. “I don’t care who gets the credit.”
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             From his hiding place in the village stables, Nizar watched Tane lead the others into the forest. They were heading due south, straight toward Treversax and Dakar.
            But they won’t make it that far, he thought. As soon as I can round up enough zombies, I’ll capture the lot of them. In less than a week I’ll be a High Priest.
            With that thought, Nizar took to a parallel track through the forest. Since the failed attempt to capture the swordsmith, the half-elf had taken to backtracking to check for pursuit. Nizar was almost discovered twice.
            With his magical tether to Tane’s gambeson, he could easily pace his prey from the safety of a parallel path and far back. The distance would permit him to assemble and train his zombies without worrying about making too much noise.
            “No, you won’t escape me again,” Nizar said. “I won’t take any chances next time. You will all be my prisoners, or die.”
            Of course, if he had his way, all of them except Tane Kyleson would be sacrificed to Dakar to celebrate his elevation to High Priest.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 48
 
            “I had almost forgotten how heady such power could be,” Dakar muttered, smiling down at one thousand new priests and priestesses abasing themselves before Him. Then projecting His voice, “Arise, my children.”
            One and all rose up to their knees, eyes rising to behold their terrible God. They filled the arena’s field, with the stands occupied by divine order with the entire population of free-minded citizens of Treversax. The newest members of Dakar’s priesthood were all citizens of Treversax, allowing Him to show everyone that He had indeed won the war, and the rewards for loyal service.
            “My servants, my blessed children, through you I shall rule the entire world,” Dakar said, His voice now thundering. “I am supremely pleased this day. So, as reward for dedicating yourselves to My divine service, I permit each of you to pick two citizens as slaves.”
            There was a collective gasp from the stands. Zombies and priests guarded the entrances, and patrolled the aisles, so no one made the mistake of attempting escape. The new priests, though, hadn’t been the least bit surprised, for they turned to gaze upon the stands with predatory eyes.
            Dakar smiled.
            “Yes. Power is heady, isn’t it?” He said. “Choose well, my children. The bully who had tormented your childhood can be yours to command. Or the would-be lover who spurned your heartfelt advances. You will have the power of life and death over whoever you choose.” He gave the stands a blistering look, “And if for any reason your slave should fail you, that slave will be sacrificed upon My altar and become your slave for all eternity.”
            A great cheer rose up from the new priests. He smiled again. Humans were so excitable, so easy to control. So easy to please. So ignorant in their blind trust.
            He made a dismissive gesture, starting to turn for the entrance, “Go now and choose. I give you tonight to enjoy yourselves, for tomorrow I have a task for you.”
            Another, louder, cheer exploded from the assembled clerics. Immediately, He felt a thousand prayers leap at Him, asking for aid in finding this person or that one amid the chaos in the stands. He gave them what they wanted, for all the citizens of Treversax had pledged themselves to His temple and His worship. He knew that few of them were sincere, but that didn’t make any difference. Their faith, however sheathed in fear, fueled His divine power. And the fact they had pledged themselves allowed Him to know where they were, and what they were thinking at any time He felt compelled to find out.
            Dakar dedicated a tiny portion of His mind to guiding the priests to their new slaves, then turned His attention to the developing situations all across the frontier of His newly conquered domain. Kestsax was His, with High Priest Mogens returning by horse. The Thanir would be back before Tane Kyleson arrived.
            “Keep pushing them, Nizar,” He muttered, well pleased with how everything was developing. “And I will herd them into My trap. The swordsmith will be mine, and I shall wield his God-given talent, not Kamain. I will force him to create Swords of Power for Myself and My priesthood, and with them I will slaughter the Arisen!”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 49
 
            Tane narrowed his eyes, trying to peer through the deep gloom of the forest. Quinn was out there, scouting out their route and the flanks. The half-elf had been gone most of the day. He should’ve already returned.
            Raven, walking point some dozen paces ahead, raised a hand high, then made a fist. Everyone stopped and squatted low, all senses alert. Within five heartbeats they heard the steady shuffling sound of zombies passing to their far right. They were the closest so far, making Tane afraid even to breathe until they passed out of hearing to the north.
            Before they could rise and continue, Quinn returned from the direction of the zombies. He was breathless and sweating, despite the gnawing cold that had descended upon the land.
            Once Raven had joined them, they squatted in a circle and Quinn began drawing a map in the dirt.
            “Due south of us is a river,” he whispered as he drew it. Then making a mark, he said, “We are here, about two days away.”
            That stunned Tane. Two days! He hadn’t realized Quinn could move so fast, or so far, in comparison to the others. And Tane was thinking he was making good time. Quinn continued his report, regaining Tane’s attention. 
            “There are three ford sites I saw...here, here, and here. Zombies by the thousands are pouring across all of them and dispersing to head north,” Quinn said.
            “How do you suggest we get across,” Armin asked, voicing everyone’s question. “Sneak across at the closest ford late at night? Even zombies have to sleep.”
            That was true, and a pleasant discovery for them. Quinn had already discovered a dozen zombie camps during his long ranging patrols. They had even made use of one, when the zombies left with a fire still burning. That had been their only hot meal since escaping Kestsax six days back.
            “That wouldn’t be advisable,” Quinn said, jabbing at one of the ford sites with his stick. “There are priests stationed at each of the fords, with strong contingents of zombie soldiers on both banks. And two of the fords...” He indicated the two furtherest to the left and right. “Have guards that give every indication of being free of arcane control.”
            “Mercenaries?” Tane asked.
            “That’s my guess. They have the look of veteran campaigners, too,” Quinn said. He then slashed across the river halfway between the two inner ford sites. “Here is a stretch of river that almost turns in on itself, with heavy woods for cover. The river is slow and deep here, so we can easily swim across by emptying our water bladders and filling them with air to keep us afloat.”
            Tane studied the crude map a moment.
            “The lack of a ford there seems to be a break for us,” Tane said. “It’s leaving a relatively wide zombie free area for us to pass unseen.”
            “For now,” Raven said. “I’m willing to wager that we won’t be given that advantage on the other side.”
            “If I didn’t know better, I’d suspect a trap,” Joelle said. “It’s too easy.”
            “You’re right,” Quinn said. “But that would mean they know where we are, and where we are headed. Not likely.”
            “He’s right. Not even a God can locate someone who isn’t a pledged devotee,” Raven said.
            “What about that priest who attacked us?” Tane said. “If he’s still hounding our trail, then Dakar will know where he is, and therefore where we are.”
            “I haven’t seen any sign of him since,” Quinn said. “Besides, I see no reason for Dakar to be interested in us. If He can’t find us magically, how could He divine what we, or you, represent?”
            “The priest probably just stumbled onto us in the forest,” Joelle said. “I’m sure he thinks we are heading north, to safety. For free-minded people to head straight into the belly of the beast would be insane.”
            “Then we continue on as we are,” Tane said. His friends were all veterans, and he trusted their experience and instincts. Turning to Quinn, “Have you had a chance to scout the far side of the river?”
            “No,” Quinn said, rubbing out the map and scattering dead leaves over the spot. “It’ll be about nightfall when we reach the river the day after tomorrow, giving us time to reconnoiter before deciding our next move.”
            Standing, Quinn peered into the forest for a moment. Tane watched as he turned and cocked his head this way and that, silently marveling to see him using that legendary elven hearing he possessed. Tane was sure that if anyone was within a thousand paces Quinn would hear them.
            “Keep to the trail I’ve marked for you,” Quinn said, heading north. “I’m going to check for pursuit, and then circle around again. I’ll meet you just before sunset to guide you into the site I’ve chosen for our camp. Be alert, for I’ve seen several large groups of zombies today.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 50
 
            Forty-two blank faces stared at Nizar from within the deepening gloom of the twilight forest. Most were Leltic warriors, clad in brilliantly hued clothes and scant armor. A few were Jarlander mercenaries, and one was a towering Tyrian warrior with graying brown hair and beard. All were well-armed by any standards. Those zombies without edged weapons had been sent on north.
            “You have seen the faces of our enemies,” Nizar said. “I want them all alive, if possible. But it is imperative that none of them escape alive. Understood?”
            They nodded. Nizar suppressed a grimace. He hated the zombie tendency toward silence. They would talk, if absolutely necessary, and asked a question that couldn’t be answered by nodding or gesturing. But he shouldn’t blame them, since it was Dakar’s will. Their Divine Master thought enchanted slaves should be seen and not heard.
            “Excellent. They will be stopping for the night about now,” he continued. “We’ll give the elf another two hours to complete his final reconnoiter, then move in. This time they will not escape me.”
            No.
            Nizar started, even as the zombies fell to their knees. Who had said that? Could it be...?
            Yes, it is I, Dakar said into his mind. I have a trap already set for Tane Kyleson and his companions. You are to continue harassing them toward my trap.
            “But I can capture them tonight, while they sleep,” Nizar said.
            Perhaps. But it is too important to chance. And it is My will that you do as I say.
            That final statement had the sound of a command. 
            “Your will is my command, Divine Master,” Nizar said, dropping to his knees. Cold moisture immediately saturated his knees and lower legs. He fought the feelings of discomfort, now knowing for sure that Dakar could read his mind from afar. “Do You wish for me to just keep pace with Tane Kyleson?”
            No, Dakar said, sounding satisfied. I want you to attack tonight as planned, just give them an opening to escape southward. And then hounded them day in and day out. Give them no rest. I await them at a river to your south.
            “As you command, Divine Master,” Nizar said, bowing his head.
            The faint feel of Dakar in the back of his mind faded without another word. Nizar waited another moment, to be sure, and then lifted his head to regard the assembled zombies. They were staring back at him, blank-eyed as usual. Nizar smiled at them, a glint in his dark eyes.
            Dakar had sounded pleased with him. So even if he didn’t personally capture the swordsmith, Nizar was confident he would benefit handsomely by Tane Kyleson’s capture.
            “You heard our Divine Master,” Nizar said. “In one hour we move out. That will allow us to attack them before they bed down. And we will not give them a moment’s rest after that.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 51
 
            Quinn paused, listening. The forest sounded wrong. Or more precisely, it “felt” different. It already sounded wrong, subdued, as if all the animals were hesitant to make themselves known. But now everything seemed more tense. The animals felt the danger more keenly than humans, or even the elves, and appeared to have gone to ground.
            “Not a bad idea,” Quinn muttered, unable to determine if the threat he felt was real or the product of nerves.
            Before he could turn toward camp, he heard a distant rustling of leaves. Sliding off the faint game trail, he eased through the undergrowth toward the sound. Within minutes he saw movement. A small group of men crossed a clearing, with the faint light of the cloudy night just allowing Quinn to make out who and what they were.
            Zombies.
            Sweet Mother of us all, he thought, watching the shuffling gait of the men and women. They’re heading south, toward our camp.
            Then he caught sight of a man walking differently than the others as he crossed the clearing. His confident stride and gray robes marked him as a free-minded priest. Then Quinn noted the turban and veil of grey cloth.
            Impossible! He’s the one who attacked us that first night. There’s no way he could’ve followed us. I personally covered our trail.
            Impossible or not, the priest and his zombies looked to have a destination in mind. Quinn was confident he knew where they were headed, so eased away through the night shadows. Once he was far enough away not to be heard by human ears, he found a game trail and took off at the ground-eating trot elves were known for.
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            Tane finished picking the sticks and stones out of the pile of leaves that was to be his bed and turned at Raven’s return. She held six small tubers and an armload of pecans.
            “Ah, dinner,” Armin said, rising to his feet to greet her. “And finally something beside nuts and berries.”
            They all gathered together in a circle as she dumped their dinner on the ground. Raven quickly divided everything up, setting Quinn’s portion aside as well. Then she added the extra tuber to Quinn’s portion.
            “He deserves more,” she said. “He’s running twice as hard, twice as long as the rest of us.”
            No one disagreed. In truth, Tane was feeling a bit guilty. He was more than willing, as were the others, to share in the work. But Quinn insisted, and his superior woodcraft and physical endurance was impossible to argue with. No one, not even the Vikon ahorse, could come close to doing the job Quinn was doing.
            After rubbing off the remaining dirt, Tane took his belt knife and cut off a mouth-sized chunk from the tuber. It was cold, crisp, with good flavor. It was good fare, that he’d eaten raw all his life, and would give him the strength for another day. The Gods only knew when they’d have anything as nourishing again.
            “Joelle, can you use your magic to see if any zombies are close?” Raven said, eyeing her tuber distastefully. “I just need enough time to get a fire started and burn it down to hot coals. We can then bake the tubers.”
            Joelle considered a moment.
            “No. They are enchanted by a God who is hiding them from magical probing,” she said. “Like your sword hides you from magic.” Raven looked crestfallen. For a second Tane thought she was going to add her own tuber to Quinn’s dinner. Joelle continued, “But I may be able to do something almost as good.”
            She held her own potato in both hands and began a low chant. Tane felt the fine hairs of his arms and nape rise with the staticlike feel of magic. Raven made a sign against evil, watching the witch with wary interest. After a long moment Joelle’s hands began to glow faintly.
            In less than a dozen heartbeats, Joelle’s eyes suddenly widened and she tossed the potato to the ground. She began blowing on her hands and rubbing them together.
            “It’s hot!” Raven cried, after hesitantly poking the potato with one finger.
            “It’s cooked,” Joelle amended.
            Joelle plucked the steaming potato from the damp leaves and traded it for Tane’s. Tane thanked her and quickly cut it open, and was surprised to see a plume of steam burst out. All the while, Joelle was busy “cooking” the next potato. The second one she offered to Raven.
            Raven’s eyes went wide and her body tensed. Tane saw a dozen emotions war across her face, finally settling into that of hunger. Handing her raw potato over, she accepted the cooked one with an embarrassed smile.
            “Thank you,” Raven said.
            Before Tane could turn back to his meal, the sound of a twig breaking came to him. By the time he lifted his eyes to the dark forest both Vikon and Raven were on their feet with swords presented. The next instant saw Quinn burst out of the gloom.
            “Quinn! How dare you scare us like that!” Raven cried.
            “No time to explain,” Quinn gasped out. It was the most exhausted they had seen him so far. All eyes turned back north, peering intently into the night forest he had emerged from. “The priest that attacked us outside of Kestsax in closing on us with zombies.”
            “Grab your food,” Joelle said as they all turned south to leave. “We can eat as we go. We need the energy more than ever now.”
            “Here,” Tane said, pushing his cooked potato into Quinn’s hands.
            Raven tossed Tane one of Quinn’s raw potatoes, then took one for herself. She also gave her cooked potato to Quinn, who was still looking around for the fire.
            “Armin, take the point,” Tane said. “Raven, bring up the rear.”
            “No, I should be rear guard,” Quinn said.
            “No,” Tane said. “I want you to tell me everything you saw. Then after you rest up, it might be prudent if you scouted out our route, to ensure we don’t stumble into more zombies in our haste.”
            Seeing that Quinn was bowing to his logic, Tane nodded to Armin. The Vikon warrior turned without question and slipped into the night shadows. Tane, Quinn, and Joelle followed after a dozen heartbeats. Raven waited another dozen heartbeats and followed.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 52
 
            Cold air burned in Tane’s lungs, and stabbing pain lanced through his rib cage with every step. Tane’s legs felt leaden, as did his arms. It took a supreme effort to hold onto his sword.
            “I can’t go much further,” Tane gasped.
            He could hear the zombies pursuing them now. They made a God-awful racket. The sun was just rising behind the oppressive cloud cover, giving him just enough light to make out movement. They were closing on them from the rear and both side.
            “You don’t have to,” Joelle said, just as breathless. “We’ve reached the river.”
            Armin had just started down a game trail dropping into the river’s flood plain. The way was so steep he was forced to scramble down in a three point gait. The dense undergrowth forced him to duck under much of it, and bull his way through other spots. Very quickly the Vikon warrior disappeared into the brush. Tane considered sheathing Bearclaw, since it would be easier and faster moving on all fours, but the zombies were too close.
            Despite Joelle’s words, the thought of the swim across the river didn’t make Tane feel any safer. Indeed, it did just the opposite. He could see no way he could swim twenty feet in his condition, much less swim across a river in near freezing conditions. He grew up on a river, and well knew how quickly cold water sapped a man’s strength and will to survive.
            Glancing back, he saw Raven pause long enough to slash a zombie, and then gut stab another. Battle joy flashed across her flushed face. She quickly sprinted toward him when seven other zombies closed on her. Like himself and Joelle, Raven looked to be at the end of her endurance.
            A brief flash of gray robes to Raven’s rear stiffened Tane’s resolve. He couldn’t surrender to the likes of Dakar’s priests. They would turn him into a zombie, and Kamain’s will would not come to pass. He was Kamain’s sword in the world. His sword against evil.
            Then he saw several zombies break cover to Raven’s far left. All looked just as exhausted as he felt. Zombies might be tenacious, but they didn’t possess superhuman endurance or traits. They still had a chance.
            “Watch to your left, Raven!” Tane called, and headed for the game trail.
            As he reached the spot that Armin had vanished from sight, Tane wondered how Quinn was faring, and where exactly his friend was. He prayed he was waiting for them at the river.
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            Nizar felt the pull of Tane’s presence intensely. The early morning gloom and mist was blocking his view, but the enchantment the swordsmith carried kept them magically tethered. Also, even a city born and bred man like himself couldn’t possibly mistake the sounds of flight directly in front of him, and so close.
            “Dakar be praised!” Nizar said, catching a glimpse of the black-haired harlot. She stopped long enough to dispatch a pair of his zombies, then darted into the darkness. “After her! Take her alive! I want her for the altar!”
            Such approval of him flowed from Dakar’s mental link. Nizar slowed his pace to bask in it a moment. He hardly felt his own exhaustion, or any of the countless cuts and scratches covering his face, neck and hands. He didn’t even care that he lost his veil and turban hours ago, and that his nose, mouth and hair was exposed for the world to behold. Nothing mattered but pleasing his Divine Master.
            A group of zombies to his left answered his call, veering off to intercept the harlot. He would drag the swordsmith and his comrades down one by one. Tane Kyleson would be given to Dakar, while the other four would make a fine feast of souls. He would personally wield the knife that joyous night.
            Wanting to see when the harlot was finally dragged down, he pushed himself to his limits and ran wildly through the forests. More zombies to his right were closing in on her as well.
            First the harlot, then the witch, he thought, ducking under a low branch. The sound of water in the near distance came to him on the frigid, pre-dawn air. Until that moment he hadn’t realized they had reached the river where Dakar’s host waited in ambush. At last, victory!
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            “Bastard!” Raven cried, slashing a zombie’s throat. Turning to run, she shouted, “Ashtar! Ashtar! Ashtar!”
            Three more zombies appeared to her right, all wielding cudgels. Something was wrong, though. It took a moment, but the realization shocked her to the core. These were not the zombies pursuing them. They were fresh, and waiting for them in cover.
            “Trap!” she cried. “Ambush!”
            Too late. The others had already committed themselves to the river and were out of sight. Suddenly, she was too pressed to care or worry. The cudgel wielding trio was upon her.
            She opened the old man’s belly with Tasheba, then slashed the woman to his right across the face. The zombie woman wasn’t fazed by the grievous wound, and brought her cudgel down on Raven’s left knee before the Tyrian warrior could recover.
            “Aiii! Bitch!” Raven cried, falling back.
            Her left leg wouldn’t hold much weight. She backed up against a large pine and prepared to die. When the zombie woman made a clumsy attempt at her head, Raven slashed away the tendons behind her right knee and shoved her away. The third zombie jumped over his crippled companion, swinging his cudgel with all his strength.
            Ducking beneath the blow, Raven fleshed Tasheba in his throat, and with a flick of the wrist cut open the jugular and windpipe. A sound to her rear alerted her to more zombies. Ducking saved her skull from being crushed. Instead, the zombie left himself open to her sword.
            Suddenly, her pain and exhaustion left her. Raven felt her belly tingle with the ecstasy of battle. Every sense was alert, ready. The knee was stronger now, the pain muted by battle fever. The zombies all seemed to be moving in slow motion, giving her plenty of time to see their attacks and counter them.
            “Ashtar! Ashtar! Ashtar!”
            Never had she known such joy in battle. Finally, she was fighting the good fight. She wasn’t striking down some wretched sailor or soldier of Brajar, in an unsatisfactory attempt to punish his king for humiliating her so terribly. And she wasn’t killing some hapless bravo, hired to guard some merchant’s hoarded wealth, just because she was bored and needed something “dangerous” to amuse her. She was fighting for her Goddess, for all the people of the world.
            “Look at me, Ashtar! Killing Your enemies!” she cried to the heavens, exultant. “Ashtar, I love you!”
            Tasheba flashing in the dim light, Raven charged a trio of zombies emerging from the darkness. One of them managed to put up a respectable fight before she dispatched him. But a dozen more zombies replaced him, thrilling her beyond description.
            What glory I’ll know! she thought, eyes flashing emerald fire. I’ll go before Ashtar, my head high, covered in the blood of my...Her...no, Our! enemies!
            The thought made her giddy. Such an honor, and no less than she deserved. But...what about Tane? And Quinn, and the Vikon?
            “Shining Gods, they’ll never make it without me,” she growled. What glory could she rightly expect if she failed her friends? “Tane’s dream says we all have to make it. Damn him!”
            Suddenly, all the zombies surrounding her stopped in their tracks. What was wrong? Was it a trap? Were they going to try and take her alive? The thought terrified her. Raven spun around, glaring at them with wild eyes through tousled hair. The zombie at her feet had come out of his zombie trance, clutching at his entrails as he sobbed the last of his life away.
            “Shining Gods!” Raven gasped, throat tight and eyes burning. Dakar was a monster. She hated the way the zombies came to their senses when given a mortal wound. Their suffering and anguish probably fed some sinister power of Dakar. And she hated how their death and suffering made her feel dirty, like a murderer, when it wasn’t her fault. “Ashtar, I beg you to tend their souls.”
            Pounding feet behind her brought Raven around. A priest of Dakar ran up, black eyes afire in victory. Her hate flared up at the sight of him, then...
            “I know you!” Raven cried. “From the tavern and... Gods!”
            He said, “Remember, harlot!”
            For the first time, she remembered all that had happened that night in the tavern. Horror at what she had done erupted within her. Snarling, she tightened her grip on Tasheba and prepared to launch herself upon the leering cleric.
            “Don’t move!” Nizar command.
            Raven gasped, her body frozen in place and violently trembling. Tasheba suddenly burned in her grasp. The sword had never done that before.
            He’s using God Magic to bewitch me! she thought, wild-eyed. Tasheba was fighting the priest’s magic, but some of it was still making it past the sword’s protection. The enchantment was never intended to thwart God Magic. Ashtar! Save me!
            “Give me the sword,” Nizar said, holding out his hand.
            Raven straightened before him and took a step forward, Tasheba held out. She couldn’t believe what she was doing. Tasheba was supposed to protect her from magical attack, and if that wasn’t an attack she didn’t know what was.
            “No!” she growled, gaining a small measure of self-control. Her muscles burned with effort, but she gritted her teeth and held on. “I will not surrender to the likes of you.”
            “Give it to me, harlot,” Nizar snapped, thrusting out his open hand.
            His magic rushed over her, drowning her in arcane power. She wanted to obey. She needed to obey, but knew she must not. But he was too strong.
            Her feet moved toward the priest of their own volition, despite her frantic attempt to halt them. Visions of her recently escaped slavery leapt into Raven’s mind. Her mindless obedience to her former masters and trainers mocked her as she stepped closer and closer. He had the same self-satisfied smile the men and women who twisted and perverted her innermost self had worn, day in and day out.
            Ashtar, don’t let this happen to me again! she cried silently, now unable to voice her thoughts. The priest reached out and grasped Tasheba, his black eyes bright in victory. My Goddess, I love you! Please don’t desert me!
            Raven felt tears roll down her cheeks as he pulled Tasheba from her grasp. He regarded her a moment with terrible eyes, obviously well-pleased with himself. It sickened her to see Tasheba in his grasp, now his sword.
            As he looked her over, she saw no sign of the desire he had shown in the room above the tavern. Instead, she saw only hate and contempt. Reaching out, he grasped the chain around her neck that held her medallion and jerked it off her neck.
            “Ashtar’s Own,” he said, leering at her. Dropping the medallion to the ground, he ground it deep into the moist soil beneath his heel, saying, “I vanquished Ashtar Herself once, and now I enslave her servant.”
            “No!” she screamed, rage at his blasphemy overwhelming his arcane control of her body.
            Before he could react, she was upon him with smashing fists and battering feet. She hammered at his face, then clawed at it, trying to gouge out his hateful black eyes.
            A noise behind her alerted Raven to zombies closing on her. But before she could turn and face them, something smashed into her head. Light and blackness flashed behind her eyes, staggering her. Then strong hands seized her arms and legs, dragging her to the cold, wet ground.
            When she regained her sight, she saw the priest being helped up. He was bleeding from both ears and his nose. His lips were smashed, and his face was beginning to swell. Raven felt quite pleased with what she had done, until he turned to face her. The look he turned upon her chilled Raven to the bone. Never had she seen such pure, unadulterated hatred.
            “I will enjoy cutting your heart out to feed my Divine Master, harlot,” he snarled. Closing his eyes, he spoke a brief pray, and his features blurred for an instant. Then he grinned at her, all his injuries healed. “No one will be able to restore you when I’m finished with you. And your soul will not go to Ashtar, but will be devoured by my Divine Master.”
            He reached out and touched her forehead, feeling like cold fire on her hot flesh, and stripped her of consciousness.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 53
 
            Joelle stopped in her tracks. Something had happened to Raven. She wasn’t behind them anymore.
            “What’s wrong?” Tane said, turning to regard her with worry.
            “They’re gaining,” Joelle said. “Keep going.”
            Tane nodded and continued on. She was thankful that he was so trusting. Another might have pressed her for a more concrete answer. But she couldn’t tell him what she suspected. He wouldn’t take the loss of Raven well, and might try to go back for her. Joelle’s first and only consideration was to get Tane to Caeren alive.
            Blessed Maag, I’m doing the right thing, but why do I feel so dirty?
            Praying that Raven had fallen honorably, and hadn’t been taken alive, Joelle continued her sliding trek down the trail behind Tane. She considered several spells she still had enough hoarded life energy to fuel. None of them would solve their problem, or even guarantee that Tane would escape. All of the spells would leave her totally exhausted and helpless before their enemy, unable to even defend herself with sword and dagger.
            Looking to the heavens, she asked Maag for the courage if the time came to sacrifice herself. And asked her Goddess to look over Armin.
            The run down into the flood plain seemed to drag on forever. Joelle was thankful for the army training she received. Before being forcibly inducted she and Armin rarely even considered the need for strengthening their endurance. They were cavalry, and only held ground-pounders in utter contempt. If not for the army endurance training, brief as it was, she wouldn’t have lasted past midnight, and neither would’ve Armin.
            A noise alerted Joelle to the zombies closing on her. The closest was only a dozen paces behind her, and scrambling closer and closer. She tried to move faster, but seemed to just slow down more and more the harder she tried.
            “Tane, they’re almost on top of us,” she gasped out. “Find a place to make a stand, back to back.”
            “Great Gods,” Tane said breathlessly. He continued on a moment, then shouted with joy, “The river! We’re almost to the river! I can see it through the trees!”
            “Faster!” Joelle cried, feeling her second wind kick in at the news.
            Within moments they crawled out of the thicket. Quinn and Armin were waiting, swords ready. The sight of the waiting men caused the zombies to slow, allowing their number to increase for the assault.
            “No! Run,” Joelle said. “Armin, Quinn, take Tane and go. I’ll follow in a moment.”
            “I’ll stay with you,” Armin said.
            “Do as I say,” Joelle snapped. “I’m going to try and slow them down.”
            “What about Raven?” Tane said.
            “She fell long ago,” Joelle said, and instantly regretted the harsh way she said it. More consolingly, “I’m sorry, Tane. She fell trying to give us time to escape, so don’t make her sacrifice meaningless. Run. Get across the river.”
            “But what about you?” Armin said.
            “I’ll be along in a moment,” she lied. By the stricken look in Armin’s eyes, she knew he realized what she was going to do. “Please.”
            Before Armin’s resolve could falter, Tane took command, “Armin, take the point. Follow the trail. Quinn take the rear. The river is only a hundred paces away. Everyone, empty your water bladders as you run. You’ll need them to make it across.”
            Joelle and Armin shared a long look, then he turned and vanished into the forest. Tane looked back at her, anguish in his eyes, but followed Armin. Quinn nodded to her before following them.
            With the departure of the men, the zombies came on at full speed. Joelle feared she wouldn’t have time to cast her spell. So feverishly drawing arcane symbols in the air, she muttered the spell as fast as safe. Fire was relatively easy to call, but what she intended was a little more difficult.
            Standing erect in the middle of the trail, and praying none of the zombies had a missile weapon, she closed her eyes and spread her arms wide. She could hear their breathing by the time she spoke the final word.
            Fire erupted along a line perpendicular to the trail. It stretched out a good twenty paces to either side of Joelle, and rose up twice her height. Then with a mental push, and the last of her strength, Joelle sent the wall of arcane fire speeding toward Dakar’s host.
            The zombies burst into flames upon contact, most perishing in less than five heartbeats within the super-heated fires. Joelle watched as she fell exhausted to her knees. Bitterness welled up when the fires died less than thirty paces up the trail, leaving most of the pursuing zombies untouched.
            Rising up onto wobbly legs, Joelle pulled her sword. But when the first zombie reached her, she didn’t have the strength to even slash at him. Instead, she over-balanced and fell to her knees as a priest came down the trail.
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            Nizar watched the wall of flames approaching with horror. Dakar protected him from fire, but his zombies were helpless against it. If that black-hearted witch killed all his zombies, Dakar might be disappointed in him. He might even blame Nizar’s bumbling on the loss.
            Then the flames faded and died.
            Dakar be praised!
            When she rose up to her feet, he feared she would cast a more potent spell. He knew mages could kill him with magic, but wasn’t sure about witches. Nizar didn’t want to find out first hand.
            “Quickly, take the witch before she can cast another spell,” Nizar cried.
            Following them, ready to jump aside if she threatened him, Nizar watched Joelle like a hawk. She was clearly exhausted, standing flushed and shaking. Seeing her thus, he felt a thrill of victory course through his body. First the harlot had fallen, now the witch. Soon, the swordsmith would fall to him.
            She stepped forward to challenge the first zombie to reach her, but faltered and fell to her knees. Nizar wanted to cry out in joy. To see his enemy so helpless!
            Ignoring personal safety, he raced down the trail to confront her. Dakar would be so proud!
            “Witch! Time to meet your new master!” Nizar cried as he reached her.
            She looked up at him, eyes suddenly blazing. He didn’t hesitate, confident in his power. Lashing out with his foot, he kicked her square in the face. The witch was left sprawled before him on her back.
            “You are no match for a priest of Dakar,” Nizar sneered. But he was well-aware of the dangers of magic-users. His Divine Master had warned His priesthood about their threat. “Hold her still.”
            Half a dozen zombies leapt atop her. The witch struggled weakly in their grasp as he moved in to enslave her forever. She screamed just before he touched her forehead, and stole away her free-will.
            After she was left magically helpless, and bound to Dakar’s service, Nizar started down the trail again. Somewhere up ahead was his prey. Tane Kyleson. The swordsmith who threatened his Divine Master’s rule. He wanted to be there when Tane and his remaining comrades fell into Dakar’s waiting trap. The threat would end, and his God’s ultimate victory would be assured.
 
~**~**~
 
            Half-sliding, half-running, Tane followed Armin toward the river. Quinn was just a step behind him. The zombies came crashing after them. In the near distance, he heard Joelle’s scream. Armin stopped dead in his tracks, causing Tane to crash into him.
            “It’s too late for Joelle,” Quinn said. “Run!”
            “They’re too fast,” Tane gasped out as they set out again. They could see the river through the trees.
            “Most of them are just now joining the chase,” Quinn said. Suddenly, they were standing on the bank, the mist-shrouded river before them. And then they saw the zombies in small boats waiting for them. “Sweet Mother protect, we’ve ran into a trap!”
            “A trap? How?” Tane said, wild-eyed. “I thought everyone agreed they couldn’t track us magically, and that Dakar couldn’t find us either.”
            “Apparently we were wrong,” Quinn said. He sounded as bitter as Tane felt.
            Tane was too tired and frightened to curse. He was almost too tired to care. There had to be a way out. He absolutely had to escape. Then he noticed that Armin had disappeared.
            The clash of steel on steel brought Tane and Quinn around to face the trail. Armin cursed harshly up the trail, followed by the rustling of bushes all around them.
            “Joelle!” Armin cried.
            “Back to back!” Quinn ordered, spinning around.
            Tane crouched at Quinn’s back as waves of zombies flooded out of the surrounding cover. All were fresh and unbloodied. As they grew nearer and nearer, the zombies slowed and became more deliberate.
            “Damn me for a fool!” Quinn spat. “I’m sorry, my friend. I have failed you.”
            “Nonsense,” Tane said. “I am the one who dragged you into this.”
            A flurry of fighting back down the trail killed Quinn’s response. Tane could hear Armin’s furiously cursing as he fought for his life.
            “Die well, my friend,” Tane muttered. Embittered by defeat, he said, “We’ll all be together on the other side soon enough.”
            “Not me,” Quinn said, trying unsuccessfully to sound glib. “Remember? Elves aren’t allowed into your human afterlife. Elves are reincarnated.”
            “Then you, at least, can continue the fight,” Tane said, though wondering what the fate of a half-elf’s spirit would be.
            Armin’s fight came to an abrupt halt. The silence was dreadful. It was the worse sound Tane had ever heard.
            Another friend lost.
            Crying out in rage, Tane stepped forward to flesh his sword in a zombie’s chest. Quinn also lashed out, freeing two more zombies of Dakar’s hold.
            “Counter-clock,” Tane said, taking a step to his left.
            Quinn stepped to his left as well, starting them in the slow circling movement Corporal Pendar had taught them. Tane prayed it confused the enchanted men and women. Then a priest arrived, stealing away all of Tane’s attention.
            “Well done!” Nizar said. He stopped a good ten paces away, and said, “If you surrender, I promise you won’t be hurt.”
            “Ha! That’s a lie,” Tane shot back. “Being turned into a zombie slave is worse than death.”
            The priest smiled coldly. Turning back the way he had come, he signaled to others further back. Tane felt dread building, for the priest was too smug.
            “I believe there are worse things, for you anyway, than being a zombie,” he said, looking hard into Tane’s eyes. “I think you would do anything to save your friends.”
            “My friends?” Tane asked, heart leaping into his throat. No...he couldn’t have captured.... A half-dozen zombies came stumbling down the trail. Then he saw a familiar woman, a zombie, trailing behind them. “Raven!”
            “Yes, and she is mine,” Nizar said. He motioned and another group of zombies emerged from the forest. Joelle shuffled along in their midst, coming to a stop next to the priest. “As is the witch.”
            Nizar signaled for Raven to approach. She never hesitated. Quinn groaned low in his throat, and it was the most miserably sound Tane had ever heard.
            “You will both surrender, or I’ll have the harlot and the witch kill each other,” Nizar said.
            Both women pulled daggers and faced each other. It was all Tane could do to maintain his senses when Raven placed the dagger at Joelle’s throat and waited for the command to kill her friend, while Joelle prepared to drive her dagger deep into Raven’s heart.
            “Raven, don’t!” Quinn shouted. “Joelle, fight him!”
            They ignored him. Their lifeless eyes never left the priest.
            All of Tane’s nightmare came back to him. He saw Raven, Joelle, Quinn, and Armin all dying. Dying needlessly. And it was all his fault. He had known it in the nightmares, and knew it now. Because of him they were dying, and for no good reason or purpose.
            But if he surrendered, then Dakar would win and the world would be lost to His vile rule. He and the others would become zombies, their lives stolen away. And they would become weapons to destroy all they had ever loved.
            “We will not dishonor our friends by surrendering!” Quinn shouted, and charged the priest.
            In the next instant all was in chaos. Tane struck out in all directions. Zombies rushed him and Quinn, their edged weapons discarded.
            “Kamain, give my arm strength!” Tane called to the heavens.
            Kicking and slashing, he fought the zombies off with growing desperation. Those that didn’t receive mortal wounds grabbed at his legs, trying to pull him down. But when he tried to stab and slash at their hands, the others swarmed over him.
            “Quinn!” Tane cried as he was pulled down. “Run!”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 54
 
            Fighting his way back to consciousness, Tane felt the bone-numbing cold first, punctuated by the first biting touches of snowfall reaching his hot cheeks. His lungs ached, and his ribs felt like an axe was buried in them, on both sides. Then the pain of countless cuts and bruises made themselves known, reminding him of his defeat and capture. There was a single struggle going on nearby, with the sound of countless feet shuffling in the dead leaves.
            Suppressing a groan, he forced open his eyes to find himself laying face down on the wet, frigid forest floor. The snowfall and mist off the river made the surrounding forest more gray than black, and the zombies looked like wraiths. He couldn’t see any more than that, for his wrists were tied behind his back and someone had a knee pressed between his shoulder blades.
            A noise to his right brought Tane’s head around. Armin, unconscious and bleeding from numerous wounds, was dropped beside him. Like himself, the Vikon warrior was bound hand and foot. Then Quinn was thrown down on the other side of Armin, still struggling with his captors despite everything.
            “Are you all right?” Tane asked.
            The half-elf looked as thoroughly beaten as Tane felt. There was an ugly knot over his right eye, and blood seeped from a broken nose and one ear. Quinn’s struggles with his bonds looked weak and half-hearted now that the zombies had stepped back out of reach of his feet.
            “I’ve been in worse shape,” Quinn said through clenched teeth.
            “Did you see Raven and Joelle?” Tane asked. Fearing the answer, he asked quietly, “Did they kill each other?”
            “No,” Quinn said, suddenly ceasing his struggles and looking pensive. “They haven’t moved, but neither have their daggers.”
            “That’s right,” Nizar said, stepping before Tane. “Your friends haven’t died. Not yet.”
            Tane tried to look up at the priest’s face, but he was standing too close. The zombies opened a path for Raven and Joelle. Each still held a dagger.
            A chill coursed through Tane’s body at the sight. Raven and Joelle zombies. And the rest of them just as helpless as their magically enslaved friends. What next? Would they all be joining Raven and Joelle in unholy slavery? Would the next sunset find them all shuffling northward, zombie soldiers of Dakar? Or would the priest have Raven and Joelle kill him and his friends?
            Kamain, what am I going to do? What should I do?
            “I hope you have reconsidered your opposition to cooperating with my...with our Divine Master,” Nizar said when Raven arrived with Joelle.
            Tane was silently grateful that Raven and Joelle didn’t threaten each other with daggers again. Where there was life, there was hope. They were all still alive, and together, despite their predicament.
            “It’s kind of difficult to think properly while tied up like a hog for the slaughter,” Tane said, trying to act casual. “And threatening my friends doesn’t make me any more interested in helping you, either.”
            Nizar growled low in his throat.
            “Maybe this will help,” he said, turning to Raven. “Harlot, kill the witch.”
            “NO!” Tane cried.
            “Kill her!” Nizar commanded.
            Raven stepped to Joelle’s right rear and seized the witch’s hair in one hand and raised the dagger to Joelle’s throat. She pulled Joelle’s head back and prepared to pull the razor-keen blade across the witch’s exposed throat.
            “No,” a deep, commanding voice said. “Not yet, slave.”
            Everyone turned to see a black spot in the air beside the priest begin to expand and elongate. Zombies started falling to their knees, then fell to their bellies before their God and master. Raven and Joelle quickly joined them, bringing a sigh of relief from Tane. Nizar, too, dropped to his knees, his head bowed in reverence.
            “The Black God, Dakar,” Quinn hissed.
            Tane watched in a mixture of horror and fascination as the blackness continued to expand and coalesce into a huge, grotesque shape. Never had he seen any creature so tall, or so terribly evil looking. There was no doubt in his mind that the ancient God of his forefathers had arrived.
            “That’s one bug ugly bastard,” Quinn whispered.
            “Rise and attend me,” Dakar said.
            As Nizar and the zombies rose up around him, Dakar looked over the captives with a satisfied smile. A tremble started in Tane’s belly at the sight of those terrible burning eyes upon himself and his friends, a tremble that quickly spread throughout his body. He tried to tell himself that is was just the cold, but there was no comfort in the lie.
            “Divine Master,” Nizar said, stepping before his God and lifting up Tane’s sword. “The swordsmith’s own sword. I detect no magic.”
            “There is none,” Dakar said, taking the blade and examining it closely. “A well-made blade, no doubt, but not a threat to Me, or a weapon I can use against the Arisen.”
            He tossed it away. Tane noted that Raven casually picked it up. Then the priest caught his attention again, handing over another sword. Raven’s enchanted sword.
            “Ashtar’s harlot carried this sword, Divine Master,” Nizar said. “It is enchanted. And a powerful enchantment, too. Perhaps we can find some use for it.”
            “Yes. A powerful spell, as human magic goes. It is almost as powerful as a Sword of Power, but is no real threat to a God,” Dakar said, more intent in His examination of Tasheba than of Bearclaw. Tane found himself a bit miffed by the unintentional slight.
            “You have done well, Nizar,” Dakar said, handing Tasheba back to Nizar as a trophy. “Now my victory over the Arisen is guaranteed. With the swordsmith, I now have the means to totally destroy Them.”
            Tane was horrified. Dakar would use him to “totally destroy” the Arisen Gods? How would He do that?
            “I’ll not help you, monster!” Tane said.
            Dakar’s eyes, if possible, turned even more sinister and vicious. He bared a mouth full of wicked looking teeth, fangs really, that killed any remaining bravado in Tane’s heart.
            “You’ll do what you’re told to do, mortal,” He said, pointing a long, thick, black-furred finger at Tane.
            White-hot pain lanced through Tane’s body. Every fiber of his existence, both corporal and spiritual, was afire in a pain that he had never guessed possible. It was a pain and horror beyond what he believed awaited the damned in the Seven Firepits of Tyrus.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 55
 
            “I...will...not...submit!” Tane croaked out.
            “You will have no choice, mortal,” Dakar said, smiling grimly as Tane writhed in anguish before him.
            Ending the magical torture, He waited for Tane to regain control of his body and emotions, and turn baleful eyes back to Him.
            Dakar smiled, saying, “You are strong, stronger than you know. But now that strength, and God-given Gift, are Mine to wield. Mine to exploit. Tane Kyleson, you belong to Me, despite what you might think, for I know your weaknesses as well as your strengths and talents.” 
            Turning to regard Tane’s companions, Dakar’s thoughts clouded. Save for the half-elf, they were all direct descendants of the Arisen Gods. The two Vikon were descended of Maag, with the witch’s blood being remarkably pure. He noted the male had some Leltic blood, making his blood less potent for Tane’s use in making the Swords of Power. But the witch’s blood was pure enough for making Swords.
            A faint glimmer deep within Joelle caught his eye, so to speak. It was a glimmer of magic, of two separate spells. One was a healing spell, and the other a spell of hoarding life energies. He recognized her Gift of Healing immediately. Unconsciously, she was beginning to heal her various wounds even as she siphon off a tiny bit of her life energies and stored them for later use. But it would do her no good, for she was His slave and was intellectually incapable to wielding magic of any form against her divine master. And her self-healing spell would only save Him the need to heal her Himself.
            Unlike the others, the Tyrian, the cursed Ashtarite, had blood so pure it hurt Him to look upon her. He was unable to hold back the growl that escaped his throat at the sight of Raven, at the mere thought of her. It was Ashtar and Her twin brother, Bandu, God of War and Soldiers, that led the attack that forced Him back into His Realm and held Him trapped until a pair of Kamain’s dwarven priest-smiths sealed Him in for what They thought was forever.
            Now They knew different.
            Raven looked, acted, and smelled so much like Ashtar that Dakar had an almost unstoppable need to rip out her throat and feel her blood on His hands. There was power, enormous power, in her blood and her soul. The thought of her fate – to die upon His blood-stained altar – brought a smile to Dakar’s hideous face. Souls were the food of the Old Ones, and her soul was a banquet to be devoured with relish, every morsel savored. She would bring five times the enjoyment, and twice the nourishment, as the other four combined.
            Soon, my beauty, soon you will be mine, He thought, a cold glint claiming his eyes. You will never go to your Goddess, for I will devour your soul. You will cease to exist in all ways, but I will grow more powerful and better able to fight your Goddess and Her fellow Arisen. Then studying her blank eyes, he thought, But I would give up half my Realm to have Ashtar in your place, to make Her, or any of the Arisen, my absolute slave. Oh, how I would make Them pay!
            Turning to the half-elf, he frowned. The ancient elves were never His most ardent supporters. They were obedient, even dependable, but never truly “worshipped” Him. They didn’t trust Him. Their souls were pledged to the Sweet Mother, and were destined for reincarnation over and over again, until they reached perfection and rejoined their Creator in eternity. They considered themselves above and outside of the Old Ones’ food chain.
            Elves lived for their Goddess, their Sweet Mother. Out of fear of the Sweet Mother, who never bothered Them, or the Arisen for that matter, the Old Ones never tried to crush the elves belief and worship of that all powerful being. Instead, They forced the elves, and dwarves, too, to build temples and perform services for Them. In addition, They never devoured the souls of any elf that didn’t give themselves to Them in no uncertain terms. Few elves did.
            The ogres and centaurs had been different. Those two warlike races had little regard for the peace-loving Sweet Mother, or the Dwarves’ stern, All-Father, which the Old Ones understood to be one and the same, though when They tried to explain that to the elves and dwarves it only horrified them to hear such blasphemy. The ogres and centaurs reveled in the bloody rites demanded of the Old Ones. They gleefully waged war, sacrificing the prisoners afterwards, for the glory of themselves and their blood-thirsty Gods. If only they had managed to survive, He would have been able to conquer the world again without using such lowly, frail creatures as humans.
            Enough! thought Dakar. The ogres and centaurs are gone, destroyed by the Arisens. For that, too, They will pay.
            Noticing that Tane was glaring murderously at Him, Dakar smiled grimly back. The smile had the desired effect, shaking the human to his core of being. Fear drowned the fire of his hatred like a bucket of cold water on a forge fire.
            “Raven, come to me,” Dakar commanded. As she started toward Him, he turned to Tane. The swordsmith’s eyes were huge in their fear. “Mortals are easy to understand. Many would sacrifice themselves for the greater good, and would rather die than serve their enemies. But almost all will do anything to save their loved ones.”
            “What are you going to do?” Tane asked, struggling desperately with his bonds.
            As soon as Raven was within reach, Dakar seized her by the neck. He didn’t want her any closer than that. Her Arisen blood, though diluted with human blood, reeked in His supernaturally keen nostrils. The touch of her bare skin upon His hand burned, reminding Him that there still was a force out there capable of harming Him. His grip tightened until her breathing became labored and loud.
            “NO!” Quinn and Tane cried, faces beat red in their rage and struggles.
            “To forge Swords of Power you must have the blood of Gods. Her blood is the purest, so the most dangerous to Myself,” He said, tightening His grip even more. Raven’s face was now as red as Tane’s, though she didn’t struggle at all. “The Arisen gave you these traveling companions to provide that blood, deluded as it is. So now I’ll take them away, making it impossible for you to threaten me.”
            Dakar tightened His hand some more. As His hand tightened more and more, He listened eagerly, breathlessly, to her harsh breathing. Strangulation was His favorite manner of execution, for the victim’s terror and horror added spice to the soul.
            That thought stopped Him. Raven was a magically induced slave. She felt nothing, save discomfort, at being strangled to death. He had stripped her of emotion, of independent thought. But...he could return her to normal, just long enough to know the pain and anguish of her fate.
            “I’ll do anything you ask!” Tane shouted. “Anything! Just don’t kill Raven!”
            Dakar hesitated. If he killed Raven, would the witch’s blood be adequate for making Swords of Power? Yes, but they would be very weak blades. Tane would need both Raven and Joelle to do that, for the combination of their bloods, from two different Goddesses, with very different powers, would barely be enough for the job. He would be safe, for the time being. The Arisen would be sure to send others, but they were less likely to succeed with each passing day.
            Loosening his grip just enough to allow Raven to breathe, barely, He regarded Tane. The swordsmith wasn’t good at hiding his feelings. He would do anything for his friend’s life. But was he strong enough to withstand a God’s will even after all his friends were killed? Was there any amount of torture and torment that would make that man willingly serve Him? 
            “If I spare your friends’ lives, then you will make Swords of Power for Me,” Dakar said. “Otherwise, I will kill them all right here, and you too. And none of you will know peace in death, for I will eat your souls.”
            Tane visibly trembled. He could see sweat beading on the human’s upper lip and forehead, despite the numbing cold. Humans, more than any other race, feared for their souls more than their lives. The promise, or at least the chance, of a better life after death was all that kept many humans going in their dreadful little lives. It was the Arisens’ promise of a blissful afterlife that won over the humans so long ago, and ultimately doomed Dakar and the other Old Ones.
            Bitterly, dejectedly, Tane said, “Spare my friends, and I will make your Swords of Power.”
            “Good decision,” Dakar said, releasing Raven. Then turning to Nizar, He said, “Enslave the other two, and set them all to guard him while he makes the Swords.”
            Nizar quickly jumped to obey, and soon Quinn and Armin wore the same blank expressions as the other zombies.
            Turning to Tane, Dakar said, “My power is absolute, as you see, and will continue to see in the future. Your friends are now your jailers. They are totally loyal to Me. You will find that nothing you say or do will change that.”
            “But what sort of life is that? Being mindless zombies is just another form of oblivion,” Tane said. “Maybe they would’ve been better off dead.”
            “They will only be ‘zombies’ until my inevitable victory is complete,” He said. “Once the Arisen are defeated, and the world is securely under my rule, then all zombies will be freed. This world is useless to me without free-minded mortals to nourish Me by performing My holy rites and worshipping Me. So, serve Me well, and all of you will be free someday soon.”
            “Very well,” Tane said, taking a deep, steadying breath, “I will serve you, Old One.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 56
 
            The snow-blanketed village was smaller and more primitive than Tane’s home village. It looked more like his mother’s home village, with its cluster of two dozen dome-shaped thatch huts surrounded by log palisades. There was only one gate into the village, now permanently opened after priestly magic smashed it to kindling. A large inn with its own walled yard sat across the road from the gate. There were few cleared fields to be seen, with the forest huddled close to the village and inn walls. Since it was the main trade road between Kestsax and Treversax passing by the village, Tane figured the residents lived by hunting, trapping, and catering to travelers.
            Once inside, Tane found the village was strangely quiet for midafternoon. At first Tane thought it due to zombies killing or capturing everyone, but remembered Nizar mentioning that few of the villagers had been enslaved. Then he noted most of the huts had smoke curling up out of their smoke holes. Twice he saw small children peek out doors, and even spotted a brace of dogs keeping guard outside one hut’s entrance.
            “Welcome to your new home,” Nizar said, waving a hand at a hut just inside the village gate.
            The hut was typical, if not slightly larger than most. The thatch looked freshly cut. The area around the smoke hole at the top didn’t appear blackened. The stone walls came up to about Tane’s waist, upon which the heavy oak, domed frame sat. He could see a hard-packed dirt floor and three unmade sleeping pallets through the open door. The centrally located firepit was cold.
            The workshop next to the hut was crudely built, even by Leltic standards. There were only three walls, all of loosely fitted logs. The builder hadn’t even bothered to remove the bark, which was slowly rotting off and giving the structure a splotchy appearance. The roof was high and wood-shingled. The forge squatted in back, centered on the wall and next to a pile of broken knives and tools. Large wooden bins with lids sat on the other side of the forge, in which the raw materials of iron and steel waited to be transformed: iron ore, charcoal, sand, glass. The tools of the smith’s trade lay spread out upon a pair of work benches, or hung off pegs on the wall. The fourth “wall” was thatch and swung up to make an awning during the workday.
            “A farrier’s shop,” Tane said. He glanced around disdainfully. “I can’t make swords here, much less Swords of Power.”
            The priest’s black eyes narrowed dangerously at him. Tane held his ground, though he knew it was shaky at best. In truth, a forge was a forge, and he could just as easily shoe horses as make swords from that workshop. It had everything he needed, including more than enough raw materials to make a dozen swords, and matching knifes if Dakar so ordered.
            Tane’s remark had only one purpose – to test the priest. How far could Tane push him? How much authority did the priest have? Could he punish Tane? Could he harm one of Tane’s friends? Dakar had simply ordered Nizar to escort Tane and his companions, now his zombie guards, to this site. And then Dakar vanished into thin air.
            “I have little patience, swordsmith,” Nizar said, eyes flashing, then narrowing again. “My Divine Master’s great host will be here by week’s end. That army will be the spearhead into the Jarlands, where my Divine Master believes the Arisen will be forced to take the field Themselves, or risk annihilation before They can lift a finger. If you don’t have the first Sword of Power made by then, we will both be punished.” He looked at each of Tane’s friends meaningfully, then back at Tane. “Dakar deals quite brutally with any He believes has failed or defied Him.”
            Tane felt a cold lump beginning to form in his belly. He had no doubt how Dakar would punish him. And he believed that the priest would exact his own revenge if he believed he was doomed because of Tane’s failure.
            “Besides,” Nizar continued. “Your companions won’t allow you to shirk. If you do, they are ordered to punish you.”
            A quick look at his friends was all Tane needed to understand. They all returned his look with blank eyes and faces. Zombies, they obeyed Dakar and His priests without question. One word from the priest, and they would commence beating some “sense” into him.
            Looking at his friends was hard. Three of them appeared in worse shape than he felt. Armin was the worst, his face a mask of black and blue, lower lip smashed and swollen more than twice normal. One of his eyes was swollen shut, with the other nearly so. He carried his left hand in a way that made Tane believe it broken.
            Raven wasn’t quite as bruised and beaten in the face, but he could see at least a dozen bloody spots all over her body, and she had a bad limp. But her neck was the worse, horribly bruised by Dakar. The way she never turned her head, but moved her entire body around, told Tane her neck was injured in some way.
            Quinn’s injuries didn’t appear too bad in comparison. All Tane could see was a lone knot over the half-elf’s eye, blackened eyes, and a swollen nose. But Quinn didn’t move with his usual effortless grace.
            Joelle didn’t appear injured at all. He knew she had been beaten and by the priest and zombies, or so the priest had bragged. But, fortunately, her healing magic didn’t require conscious thought to activate, so had healed her during their short march to the village. Nizar wasn’t pleased at all, but his God wouldn’t allow him to needlessly injure the witch now that He had made a deal with Tane. At least, Tane prayed that was true.
            “Shirking isn’t the issue. A great sword like a Sword of Power is made of crucible steel,” Tane said. “This forge is not set up to make crucible steel.”
            “What about all that steel right there?” Nizar said, eyes flashing with anger. “That looks like good steel to me.”
            Tane turned disdainful eyes on the pile of rusting, broken blades. Most were broken knives, but spotted pieces of swords, too.
            “They wouldn’t be broken if they were good steel,” Tane said. Not necessarily true, but what did the priest know? “Besides, welding blades back together doesn’t create even average swords, much less a Sword of Power. And Dakar wants a Sword of Power.”
            Nizar stared suspiciously at him a long moment.
            “What is it lacking?” Nizar said. “I’ll have it brought here.”
            “First and foremost, I need a crucible,” he said. Using his hands, he indicated height and diameter, “It’s not that big, but it has to be made to handle the extremely high heat the furnace I’ll build in back. It usually took me about a week to make and fire a clay crucible.”
            “That’s too long,” the priest said. He looked off into space a moment. “This village’s potter was killed in the fight, so I will pray to Dakar that a crucible is sought out and found, and then brought here. In the meantime, you get everything else prepared. How long will it take to forge a sword after the steel is smelted?”
            “A few days,” Tane said. “Five hours in the furnace should produce a steel ingot, which will take all day to hammer into a bar, and then into a blade. Adding the rune inlays could take another full day. Five or six days in all.”
            “You have five.”
            “Time starts when I get a crucible to make the steel,” Tane said, heading over to examine his new workshop. After inspecting the cold forge, he turned to his friends. “Do any of you know how to build a proper forge fire?” All shook their heads no. “Great. I’ll do it myself.”
            “You will begin work immediately,” Nizar said. Glancing about, he continued, “There are a few more hours of light. Enough for a good start, anyway. Your companions will assist in any way you deem necessary. I expect you to have everything ready for when the crucible arrives.” 
            Tane shrugged, not liking to even speak with the priest. Nizar seemed satisfied with that small gesture.
            Nizar said, “I have to report in. And get into some clean clothes.” He regarded the group as a whole a moment. “I suppose all of you require food, so I’ll have something sent over.”
            “Such compassion,” Tane said. “And while you’re being so bloody charitable, why not heal my friends’ injuries. Armin and Raven aren’t fit for duty.”
            Nizar’s smile was cold as the south wind. “They are well enough for my purpose. Though it is true that only two, at best, or fit enough to physically restrain you from escaping, all of them will die horrible deaths if you do escape. And that fact alone will keep you here and in line, swordsmith.” He laughed at Tane’s bitter grimace. “I will be back by nightfall to check on your progress, and decide whether or not you have earned a hot meal.” He glanced around at the snow-covered village. “Cold gruel is so damn unsatisfying on a day like this, but nourishing nonetheless.”
            Tane watched the priest until he vanished around a nearby hut. His friends regarded him quietly, their faces showing no emotions. He wanted to scream at them, to bring them out of their trances, but knew better than try anything direct. He didn’t want or need a drubbing at their hands.
            “Quinn, man the bellows,” Tane said, knowing his best thinking was done while busy. He had no intention of actually making Swords of Power if there was any way to avoid it. “Joelle, help me build the fire. Armin, you and Raven can stand guard.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 57
 
            Nizar scowled as he looked about. He hated the cold of this land. He hated the wetness of this land. He hated the pale, brutish people of this land even more. But most of all, he hated snow, especially this wet snow that was falling. The village streets were quickly turning into a muddy quagmire, a very cold quagmire that sapped his strength and tried to steal his boots when he walked through it.
            “You! Slave, come to me,” Nizar said to a zombie patrolling atop the nearby wall.
            The man was a good head taller than Nizar, with a great belly that said he hadn’t missed too many meals in his life. But despite his girth, his arms and shoulders were thick and powerful looking. Noting the fire-scorched leather apron the zombie wore, Nizar wondered if he had been the village smith before it was overrun.
            “Aye, Your Grace,” the zombie said.
            “Slave, tell me where the priests are billeted?”
            Pointing out the gate and to the inn, “There, Your Grace.”
            It was as Nizar thought, and why he had avoided it so far. He was determined no one with their mind still theirs to command would see him so. It was humiliating enough for brainless zombies to look upon his naked face.
            “Good. Now, where can I find a turban and veil?”
            The zombie’s eyes glazed over more than normal. Nizar gritted his teeth at what that bode.
            “I don’t understand, Your Grace. What is a turban?”
            “Never mind,” he said, fighting the urge to cuff the man. “Does this cesspool of a village have a seamster?”
            “Aye, Your Grace.”
            Nizar waited, but the Lelt was not forthcoming with the seamster’s location. After a dozen heartbeats Nizar realized he had forgotten how stupid zombies could be.
            “Where is the seamster’s shop?” he said through clenched teeth.
            “There,” the zombie said, pointing to a nearby hut.
            Without another word, Nizar marched to the hut. A curl of smoke said it was still inhabited. Not that he cared one way or another. He would have taken what he wanted.
            Without knocking, Nizar entered the hut. He found a young family of six huddled around a small fire, whispering nervously. One of the children, no more than four or five, yelped and darted behind his mother. All were blonde, blue-eyed and deathly pale. The father, a thin fellow with a nasty wound festering on his left shoulder, rose up to greet him.
            “Thank you for blessing our home, Your Grace,” the man murmured, bowing repeatedly. “Is there anything Your Grace needs?”
            “A turban and veil,” Nizar said. “You do know what a turban is, don’t you?”
            “Aye, Your Grace, that I do,” he said, indicating a low worktable pushed up against a wall. It was piled high with bolts of cloth, mostly cotton. “I don’t have any turbans available, there being no market for them in these parts. But if you pick out the cloth you like best, I’ll make one for you right away.”
            Nizar glanced at the selection.
            “The gray wool,” he said, indicating his priestly robes.
            “Aye, good choice, Your Grace,” the Lelt said. “I can have the turban and veil for you by midmorning tomorrow.”
            Nizar gave him a cold look. “Do it now. I’ll wait.”
            The man looked uncomfortable, but began cutting the gray wool after a look back at his wife and children. Nizar waited just long enough to ensure the man started, and wasn’t wasting any time, before moving over to check out the contents of their stew pot. There wasn’t much left, but he was starving. With grimy fingers, he quickly shoveled the meager fare into his mouth.
            The thought occurred to him that these people might not have anything else to eat. He shrugged it off. Such was the fate of the conquered.
            Nizar sat cross-legged by the fire, closed his eyes, and started his prayer to Dakar. It took a few minutes, but Dakar entered his mind.
            “Speak.”
            “Divine Master, the swordsmith requires something we do not have in the village. A crucible,” he said. “He can make one himself, but it will take longer to make than the sword, which requires five days. Is it possible for my fellow priests to search potter shops and smithies for a crucible? The sooner we get one here, the sooner the swordsmith can make the sword.”
            “You will have one by morning.”
            Nizar smiled. “Thank you, Divine Master.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 58
 
            “Taliope smiles upon the prepared man,” Tane said, cautiously studying his friends and surroundings.
            His heart began to hammer at his breast bone.
            The forge fire was loud in the unnatural quiet of the village. While Quinn manned the bellows, and Joelle stoked the fire as needed, Raven and Armin had crept in closer to the warmth. Tane had already smashed up enough iron ore to make a blade. He’d determined how much sand and glass he’d need, as well. And he’d found enough bricks, clay, and charcoal to build his furnace before sunset.
            The nearby gate yawned open, unguarded. The forest beyond looked dark and scary. Perfect to escape into and vanish forever.
            Now is the time to escape, he thought. Quinn is preoccupied with maintaining the fire, as is Joelle. Neither Armin nor Raven are fit to stop me. This is the best chance I’ll ever get.
            But his friends would die. And die horrible deaths at that. Their souls would be eaten by Dakar. And it would be his fault for deserting them.
            But didn’t the Arisen Gods deserve their sacrifice? Wasn’t history full of men and women who had to make terrible sacrifices for their people and Gods?
            The priest had healed him of his serious injuries. His body still ached from the beating he took, but he was as strong and healthy as when he started his doomed quest back in Kestsax. He had no doubt he could slip away without being noticed.
            I can vanish into the snow and forest before anyone notices me gone, he thought. I could even continue south, to Caeren.
            “Master,” Joelle said. When Tane looked her way, she said, “I believe the fire is hot enough.”
            Looking into her eyes, even under sway of Dakar’s enchantment, Tane knew he could never abandon her. He couldn’t abandon any of them. To desert his friends would make him as despicable as Dakar. Instead, he resolved to free them, and himself, from Dakar’s power. And he only knew one way to do that.
            They all must die.
            Picking up a broken dagger, he pretended to be studying it for possible use. In truth, he disdained the use of “used” steel in the making of blades. His father taught him to make his own steel, and to trust no one else’s steel. But the dagger could still serve him well.
            Broken off at the hilt, the blade was long enough to reach vital organs if used correctly. Thrust between the ribs, the dagger would quickly kill. A mortal wound broke the enchantment, freeing his friends of Dakar’s vile will for all time. With such a weapon, he could dispatch his friends to the Gods, then swiftly follow. Once his soul was free, he could go before Kamain and tell of his failure. The Gods would have to send another. 
            Hiding the dagger blade within his clothes, he began searching the pile for another such blade. He needed another dagger or knife, in case the first was lost in the body. After finding another dagger, he considered the possible need for something bigger. Maybe a broken sword? He absolutely had to stealthily kill two of them. Quinn, for sure, had to be taken by surprise. He was too strong and fast even as a zombie. Joelle would also have to be killed quickly and silently. Armin and Raven were injured enough he probably could take them down if his plan was discovered.
            But who first? Joelle, or Quinn? Though Quinn was stronger and faster, Joelle’s healing magic would save her if his first thrust wasn’t true. Quinn would be upon him in a heartbeat if she managed to voice a warning.
            Tane froze in place, his heart hammering. Joelle’s magic! Her Gift of Healing! If he inflicted a mortal wound, she would be freed of the enchantment. But if death wasn’t instantaneous, her magic could save her. She would be free of Dakar, then she could use her magic to save the others from their mortal wounds!
            But first he had to get Joelle alone, hidden from view. It would take time for her magic to save her, and it wouldn’t do having the others sound the alarm or attack them both. Tane wasn’t sure how they would react to such an attack on one of their number, and was afraid to find out.
            “Joelle,” Tane said, fighting to keep his voice from breaking from excitement. “If that fire is ready, why don’t you go get the hearth fire started? It’s almost dark, and we’ll need a warm place to sleep. Tomorrow will be a hard day for us all.”
            Without any acknowledgement, she turned and left the workshop to follow his orders. The others showed no sign of suspicion.
            To distract everyone, and to burn up some nervous energy, Tane picked up a broken sword. He removed the hilt, buried both pieces in the glowing coals, and began the task of welding both pieces of the blade together. The familiar work would sooth his troubled mind, ease over his fears of accidentally killing Joelle in the attempt to save her. Suddenly, he was painfully aware of his inexperience, and just plain ignorance, of such things. Thrust the blade in the wrong spot, and she was dead before her magic could save her. Or worse. She could have the strength to cry out for help.
            The thrust had to be perfect.
            The army had taught him where best to stab someone under different circumstances. A blade in the back, through the ribs and into the diaphragm, would kill even as it stole away the victim’s ability to speak. But would it kill Joelle before she could save herself?
            I don’t have any other choice, he thought, now more scared than excited. Either way, it’s better than this mindless life of slavery.
            Welding the two pieces of steel together, heating them whenever they began to cool, he began the task of forming them into a single, thick bar of steel. He began to hammer upon the glowing bar, thinning it even as it lengthened to blade length. 
            He figured Joelle had had time enough to build the fire by that time. And checking her progress would be the perfect excuse for him to leave the workshop.
            With luck, she would still be bent over the fire. A quick thrust into her back, wait to ensure she would survive, tell her of his plan, and return before the others grew suspicious. Five minutes, total. If all went well. Otherwise, he would return, put a crude edge on the sword blade, and use it to kill his three other friends and himself.
            A dreadful plan.
            “Where’s the witch?”
            Tane almost dropped the glowing steel blank at the sound of Nizar’s harsh voice. Turning, he found suspicious black eyes peering at him over a gray veil.
            “I sent her in to build the hearth fire. I’ve slept enough in the cold for one lifetime,” Tane said.
            That seemed to satisfy the priest.
            “Have you made any progress?” Nizar asked, stepping closer.
            He lifted the blade up, held by a thick wrapping of dampened leather around the crude flange. 
            “I’m just practicing. Getting my muscles used to working steel again,” he said. Then he indicated the wooden pale. “I’ve prepared the iron ore for the crucible. And I got everything ready to build the furnace once the crucible arrives. So I’m as ready as I can be.”
            “Excellent,” Nizar said. He handed a basket to Armin. “Then you have earned this hot meal. Continue to work hard, and you’ll find Dakar a generous master.”
            “No doubt,” Tane said, turning back to his work. “Once I fold this blade a few more times, then we’ll go in and eat. It’ll be too dark to work by then anyway.”
            Tane prayed for the Gods to intervene and make that terrible man leave. He was spoiling everything. His one chance to get Joelle alone, and preoccupied with the hearth fire, was being ruined by the priest’s presence. If he went inside now, the others would follow. With his lousy luck, the priest would also accompany them inside.
            “Good,” Nizar said, but gave no sign he was leaving anytime soon.
            After folding and hammering the blade back out twice, Tane finally put away his tools in defeat and headed into the hut. As expected, he was followed in by his friends and Nizar. The priest squatted by the fire, his back to the door. Tane took an opposite position, between Quinn and Joelle.
            Armin set the basket down and removed a large piece of pork, a loaf of bread, and a jug of wine. After spitting the pork over the fire to reheat it, they divided up the bread and passed the wine around. It wasn’t a particularly good wine, but no one complained. Tane barely noticed. He was so consumed with bitterness at Nizar ruining his plans he wouldn’t have cared if it was muddy water.
            For his part, the priest kept his thoughts to himself. He squatted by the fire and watched Tane’s every move, as if trying to read his mind. With his turban and veil, all Tane could see of Nizar were his black eyes, intent and penetrating. Tane found it unnerving.
            Once the pork was sizzling again, they quickly devoured it between the five of them. Nizar stayed until the food was all gone, then rose upon wobbly legs to leave.
            “Slaves, I want two of you on watch at all times,” Nizar said. “Do not allow him to escape. He isn’t even to go outside to piss without an escort. I’ll be back in the morning to check your progress, swordsmith.” He then turned a leering grin on Tane. “The women will warm your bed, if you so order it. From firsthand experience, I know the Ashtarite harlot is particularly skilled between the sheets.”
            With that, Nizar departed.
            Embittered by Nizar ruining his escape plans, and disgusted by his suggestion, Tane simply crawled into the nearest pallet and pulled a blanket over himself. Joelle and Armin took first watch. Both Raven and Quinn took blankets and curled up near the fire.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 59
 
            Dakar sat upon His throne of gold, surrounded by a dozen chanting priests, pondering His next move. He could feel the Arisen stirring, mustering Their powers. They fought among Themselves, many still trying to find some way to increase His or Her power and influence once the war was over. He smiled, for They had yet to understand the gravity of Their situation. They did not realize that They were doomed.
            Reaching out with His arcane senses, Dakar could “see” tiny flickers of light across His ever widening domain. Each point of light was a priest, enchanted slave, or willing devotee. The priests were the brightest lights, their faith and devotion the purest. Next were the devoted, His free-minded followers. And the faintest lights were the so called zombies. The zombies were His to control, to use however amused Him, but their souls weren’t His to take.
            When the faithful died, their souls were His to devour. Their deaths nourished Him, strengthened Him. But there were only two ways to possess and consume a soul not given to him freely. One was to rip it from the host body atop a consecrated altar, using the proper rites. The other way was to kill the person with His own hands and capture the soul before it could escape.
            The zombie slaves hadn’t given their souls to Him, so He watched the snuffing of their lights in the battle zones with bitterness. Each soul returned to his or her patron God, empowering that God. The Arisen drew strength and nourishment from the souls They gathered around Them, just as He took it by devouring souls. Different methods, same results. But the bitterest aspect of the continuing deaths was that everyone killed on both sides strengthened His enemies.
            Only the desecration of the Arisen Gods’ altars made the mortal war of any use to His cause. Each altar lost was like a knife in the heart to a God. And for each altar the Arisen lost, He gained an altar and grew in power. True, individually the Arisen weren’t losing that many altars since the loss was spread among Them all rather evenly. But He was gaining altars, and power, at an enormous rate in comparison. So by the time He reduced Them to mere Godlings, He would be the mightiest God to have ever existed!
            The thought cheered Him, even as He watched the flickering flames of His enslaved soldiery slowly snuffed out one by one along the perimeter of His domain. It was a small sacrifice for the prize He would eventually gain. Besides, with victory their souls would still be His to devour, for when He killed or captured other Gods, He could take over Their Realms of existence, too. He could then feast upon the souls They had gathered around Them.
            Shifting His perspective, Dakar narrowed His sight to a tiny village not so far away. Narrowing it still more, He found the hut He wanted, then a host. The half-elf was awake and alert. Quinn surrendered control of his body without struggle.
            It was dark, but the elven eyes saw well in the meager light. The fire was reduced to hot coals beneath a layer of ash. The Ashtarite was also on guard, sitting cross-legged in front of the closed door. There was a long silvery blade lying across her lap that He recognized as the swordsmith’s personal sword. He could see by her posture, by the way she moved, that He had hurt her neck badly.
            He smiled.
            Turning, He looked down upon three forms curled up beneath blankets around the dying hearth fire. Delving into the half-elf’s memories, he was able to identify them. Tane Kyleson, the failed hero of the Arisen, was the middle form, on the opposite side of the hearth from Raven. The swordsmith was mumbling in his sleep. A dream? No, more likely a nightmare by the sounds of distress and the half-elf’s memories of past nights.
            Quinn’s mind held memories of Tane’s past nightmares. He had no doubt that Kamain had sent those dreams to the human. The Arisen despised weakening Themselves by actually leaving Their personal Realms. And like petty humans, the Arisen considered it demeaning to go before a mere mortal and ask for help, so sent Their wishes in the form of dreams. In all likelihood, they would prefer to perish than beg for mortal help face to face. 
            It would be helpful to be able to enter Tane’s mind, to see his nightmares, to know His prisoner’s deepest fears and secrets. But Tane had not given himself to Dakar, and He understood the human never would. Oh, He was sure Tane would say the words if his friends were threatened, but words alone were less than useless. A mortal had to willingly give devotion, had to want to give his or her soul for a God to have power over it. While fear could inspire devotion in a human, Tane despised Him too much to ever do that.
            It was a shame Tane wasn’t a dwarf or elf, or at least part elven or dwarven. Those two races were open to Him in ways humans would never be, devotees or not. Dwarven minds were the easiest to “read,” surrendering their innermost thoughts and memories without struggle. Elven minds could also be delved into, but it took considerable effort on the God’s part if they fought back. Quinn being an enchanted slave, despite being half-human, allowed Dakar to sift through his mind without a fight. Humans were harder than elves to enter and examine, and their minds were chaotic cesspools in comparison to elves and dwarves.
            Dakar mentally shook Himself. Lamenting His situation didn’t change a thing. He would use the tools He had available, and prevail despite their failings.
            Now that He was more powerful, Dakar could “see” many of the Elder Races further north and west. From his priests he learned of the Elven Empire. And just south of that, a land utterly forsaken by the Arisen and inhabited by outlaw elves, dwarves, and humans, not to mention goblins, ogres, and other younger races of created by diabolical minds. It was a land ripe for a God like him.
            Tane’s devotion or lack of devotion would have no bearing on the strength of the Swords of Power he would make. Such swords, alone in all the Realms, could kill Gods. The power they gave mortals over Gods had made the mere thought of making them too terrible to consider by the Old Ones. The Arisen were taking an appalling risk to save Themselves by granting Tane the Gift to craft such talismans.
            When Dakar first learned of what They had done, He had been horrified. Even now, had He such knowledge to give, He didn’t believe He could even trust High Priest Mogens with such a Gift. Such knowledge, such power, was a threat to Him as well as Them. True, the Arisen hadn’t told Tane the true nature of the swords he was to make. And the Swords of Power were only meant to be used to reseal the Gate and trap Him in another Realm. But if Tane should make more swords afterwards...
            No. Impossible. 
            Dakar had no doubt the Arisen Gods planned to kill Tane afterwards, if he had been successful. They would’ve had no other choice, for his Gift and the human need to do their best in all things would give Tane no other choice but to continue to make the best sword he knew how to craft. So the Arisen never had any other choice but to kill Their champion after he saved Them. Indeed, Dakar intended to have the swordsmith and friends sacrificed atop His nearest altar immediately after He defeated the Arisen.
            Which brought up His trickiest problem of the moment. How many Swords of Power should He force Tane to make? One per Arisen? Ten? One hundred? How many could He truly control? And would He be able to control the Swords’ wielders? Humans, more than any other race of mortals, were hard to read, and harder to control. And afterwards, it would be near impossible to collect all the Swords of Power. Some would be lost in battles, others stolen and hidden for future use against Him.
            Disturbing thoughts. No answers.
            He had no choice but to wait and see. 
            I will start with just a handful of Swords, given to My most trusted priests, Dakar thought. Priests who have trained and lived as warriors, and whom I can trust to use the Swords effectively.

            Maybe add to the number of Swords until the Arisen were routed. Hunting the remaining Arisen down and killing Them wouldn’t require as many Swords. At that point, so He could quietly begin collecting and destroying the Swords.
            Tane’s muttering and stirring quieted down. Dakar watched him a moment longer, wondering how Kamain and the Arisen could’ve possible thought such a miserable creature as a human could defeat Him. Were they truly so desperate? Was it a ploy? Probably not. They had defeated Dakar and the other Old Ones through just such human efforts. It was just Their way.
            The shining light of His High Priest was approaching him back at the temple. Strange, for it was quite early for anyone to be awake. Perhaps Mogens had important news. Perhaps another city had offered to surrender, or had been overrun. So satisfied that all was well, Dakar slipped from Quinn’s mind.
            High Priest Mogens strode through the shadowy nave, an enchanted slave close on his heels. Dakar waited patiently, studying his High Priest with intent eyes. He could enter Mogens’ mind and discover what was so important, but disliked entering human minds. Elven minds were serene, and dwarven minds intent and focused, but humans and goblin had rambling, incoherent thought processes. Even when they believe themselves totally consumed with something, the truth was that their minds are wandering over scores of ideas, thoughts, and daydreams. Dakar found the experience of entering their minds too discomforting to do unless absolutely necessary.
            Bored with waiting, He turned His attention to the zombie attending Mogens. Young, maybe fifteen or sixteen years old, she was comely, as humans go, with white-blonde hair and large green eyes. By her bedraggled, bloody, malnourished appearance, he figured she had been a zombie for a couple of weeks.
            “You’re up early,” Dakar said once High Priest Mogens and the zombie paid the proper respects. “You and the slave may rise and attend me.”
            “Thank you, Divine Master,” High Priest Mogens said. The zombie remained mute. “But I have yet to sleep this night. What I have found is so important I knew I had to bring her before you without delay.”
            Dakar was intrigued. Turning to the girl, he tried to ascertain what it was about her that Mogens thought so important. Had he learned of another ploy of the Arisen involving the girl?
            “Indeed?” He said, turning back to Mogens. “What is so important that it could not wait?”
            “This woman is Tane Kyleson’s cousin. They were very close,” Mogens said, grinning wolfishly. “They grew up together. By her own admission, he was ‘insufferably overprotective’ of her.”
            “Interesting,” Dakar said, rather disappointed. “But since the swordsmith is Mine to command, I see no use in the girl. He is already bound to My service.”
            Mogens kept his feelings hidden, but Dakar knew how Nizar’s success galled the man. They hated each other with a passion. So far, He had used it to His advantage.
            “Not entirely, Divine Master,” Mogens said. “From what I’ve learned of the swordsmith, he is a devoted follower of Kamain. And, if you’ll excuse me for pointing out, but You frequently believe humans think and behave like elves and dwarves, and that our word is written in stone.
            “Just because You hold his friends captive, don’t believe Tane Kyleson is completely under your power. If his faith is as strong as I believe, and obviously Kamain put great faith in him, then he will come to believe he has no choice but to abandon them for the greater good of his Gods and all humanity.
            “But he does have the common weakness of all humanity, and that is family. Blood ties are the strongest ties, Divine Master. Not even the Gods demand greater loyalty and support than family. The Arisen understood that and used it by breeding with humans ages ago.” 
            “And creating those accursed Tyrians!” Dakar growled, eyes flashing. Unconsciously, He began rubbing the hand in which He had held Raven. That had been the most pain He had known since the War of the Gods that vanquished Him and the other Old Ones. “What a disgusting dalliance.”
            “Yes, so true,” Mogens said with a bitter scowl. Dakar knew he was sincere in that, since the Thanir were a tribe that left the Tyr Mountains just before the Arisen began breeding with humans. The Thanir people missed being kin of the Gods by just three weeks. “But that act endeared Them to all humanity, Divine Master. Indeed, the Tyrians are the most fanatical supporters of the Arisen Gods of any people. They are, after all, family.”
            “Yes,” Dakar said, regarding the blank-faced girl with more interest. He saw her usefulness now, but disdained going back to further threaten a mere mortal. It made Him feel weak to have to resort to such tactics. It would’ve been so much easier to magically enslave the swordsmith, but Tane couldn’t utilize his Gift as a zombie. “Keep her close and out of danger. If the swordsmith shows any sign of rebelliousness, I’ll kill his friends before his eyes and then use her as a hostage to ensure his continued cooperation.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 60
 
            Tane woke to find Quinn feeding the fire. He lay half-asleep, watching with little interest as the half-elf quickly built the fire up and warmed the hut. But then Quinn looked straight at Tane from across the flames, shocking Tane into a sitting position.
            “Your eyes!” Tane said, recalling how they had glowed in the escape tunnel. Quinn stared at him, face blank. “They glow like a wolf’s eyes.”
            “Of course. My father was full-blooded elf,” Quinn said. No emotion at all. Nothing more than absolutely necessary. “It is time you ate and went to work.”
            His outburst had awakened the others. Everyone sat up and looked at the fire.
            Undeterred, Tane said, “Do all elves have eyes that glow in the dark?”
            Quinn gave him a blank look of a long moment, then shrugged. “I assume so. I haven’t met many elves since half-elves are even more unpopular among elves than they are among humans. But you are incorrect. My eyes don’t glow, but merely reflect the available light back.”
            “But – ” 
            “Enough talk. Eat,” Raven said. She sniffed loudly to clear her nose. “If you are not hungry, then it is time to work.”
            Angry, Tane snapped, “Wipe your nose and shut up!”
            To his surprise, Raven rubbed her nose with the back of her hand. She said nothing else, but gestured at the food.
            Well I’ll be, she obeyed me, he thought. I wonder if they all will just as quickly.
            Covertly touching the hidden dagger blade to ensure he hadn’t lost it, Tane moved over to the fire. There was a small covered pot sitting at the edge of the fire. A stack of wooden bowls sat nearby. Lifting the lid, he found the pot full of a thin vegetable soup.
            “Where did this come from?”
            “It was brought a few minutes ago,” Quinn said. Picking up a bowl, he filled it with the steaming fare. “Here. Eat.”
            Suddenly feeling famished, Tane greedily took the bowl and began shoveling the soup into his mouth with two fingers. Once he started, the others took bowls and served themselves. They ate just as quickly.
            Tane cursed himself for a coward as he finished his bowl. The others seemed eager to finish, too. Probably because of him, he decided. They had to guard him, and wanted to finish all the breakfast before he forced them to go outside. But all he could think of was what he was about to do to a friend. What he had to do, for all their sakes.
            Can I really stab Joelle? he wondered. What if her magic isn’t strong enough to save her? I’ll be a murderer then.
            Armin stood and pointed at the door. “Go to work.”
            “Now,” Quinn said.
            “Now,” Joelle said, pointing at the door.
            Raven just stood and pointed, held mute by his command.
            No, he couldn’t allow them to continue like that, no matter what the consequences. In Joelle’s place, he would want to be put out of his misery. Better dead than a mindless zombie slave.
            “You’re right,” Tane said, rising slowly to his feet and looking around. He needed a reason to keep Joelle back, while sending the others away. He needed time. “Quinn, go out and start working on the bellows. I want the fire raging hot by the time I get there. Raven, you go with him and feed the fire as needed.”
            Quinn and Raven started out the door. Armin stayed put, watching Tane. Joelle still knelt in her blankets, also watching Tane. It gave Tane an idea.
            “Armin, go wait for me and Joelle outside the door,” he said. “It’ll take a while for the fire to be ready, so I’m going to enjoy a tumble with Joelle. And I want to do it without the rest of you watching. So go, so I can get it started and over with.”
            Armin looked out the door. His expression never changed.
            “It is almost light enough to work,” Armin said. “Wait until tonight.”
            “No,” Tane said. “The priest said I could use the women, so I’m going to use Joelle. Besides, I’ll be finished before the sun is fully up.”
            Armin hesitated a heartbeat, then moved out of the hut.
            Tane heaved a sigh of relief once the warrior was gone. Turning, he found Joelle half out of her clothes.
            “What are you doing?” he said, heart pounding.
            She stopped undressing and looked up at him in confusion. It was the first time he had seen anything even resembling emotion on any of their faces since their capture. And he thought it was beautiful.
            “You said you wanted to have sex with me,” she said. “Did I misunderstand, master?”
            “Don’t call me master,” he snapped. “And yes, I do want to...I mean...I....Oh, never mind.” Gods, what was he going to do now. How could he distract her long enough to inflict the necessary wound. “Uh, kneel...I mean, get on all fours and face that way. No! Stand up and face that way.”
            She obeyed every command immediately, though gave him a look close to exasperation as she stood up. Tane felt his face burning red hot. Gods, what she must be thinking? he thought. Well, if she can think. But the experience was still the most humiliating of his life.
            Not giving himself anymore time to think about it, Tane pulled the dagger and stepped close. He could feel the heat off her bare body as his hand snaked around her to hold her still for the thrust. Then he thrust the blade into her back and up into the diaphragm. Or at least he prayed he did. If he missed, she’d be screaming any moment now.
            Joelle tensed, her eyes widening in shock. Tane quickly clamped a hand over her mouth, just in case. But she never cried out, or even grunted. Instead, she slowly collapsed to the ground, with Tane doing his best to ease her down softly. Then pulling out the blade, he cradled her head in his lap.
            “Joelle? Forgive me, but I had to,” he whispered, seeing intelligence once again in her eyes. But pain quickly claimed her features. “I did it to save you. I need you to magic yourself well. Please, Joelle, heal yourself.”
            “Bastard,” she rasped. “Been quicker to slit my throat.”
            “I don’t want you to die, damn you,” he whispered. His eyes were burning and his whole body trembling. “Heal yourself. Armin said healing was your Gift. You’ve done it before.”
            “Quiet,” she said, closing her teary eyes and grimacing. Then holding up her hand, she said, “I don’t have enough strength, enough life energy, to do it. I’ll need some of yours.”
            Tane quickly clasped her hand.
            “Thank you,” she said.
            An instant later Tane felt a great rush leaving his body, like a raging river. It startled him so that he jerked his hand, but Joelle’s grip was firm. Before he could begin to struggle, she released him, clenched her fists, and began a quiet chant.
            Tane leaned back against the wall, panting and dizzy from the ordeal. He felt so terribly weak, with a familiar ache in his chest. It felt like he’d been swimming too long.
            Joelle’s harsh chanting soon ended. When she pushed away and sat up, Tane could see she was even more exhausted than he was.
            “Are you all right?”
            “I’ll be fine, thanks to you,” she said, managing a weak smile. “Clever plan. I pray you never have to do it again, especially on me.”
            “Then you’re healed?” he said, ecstatic.
            “Not entirely,” she said. Horror flashed across his face. Raising a hand to stop him from speaking, she said, “We were both weakened by our ordeal. I couldn’t find enough energy to completely heal myself.” Then she gave him a wry smile. “Thank the Gods you didn’t use a sword. That thin, narrow blade was all I could deal with. The less damage, the easier it is to heal.”
            Tane hadn’t thought of that. The thought scared him. What if he had used a sword?
            But Joelle quickly claimed his attention as she began to dress. Her movement was slow and she stopped to rest a few times. Her weakness alarmed Tane.
            “I’ll need more energy, and quick,” she said.
            “You can have more of mine.”
            “No, not if you plan to escape today,” she said, smiling gratefully at him. “No, there is a better way. Are there any horses or cattle in the village?”
            Tane was a bit taken aback by the question. Horses he understood. They could ride them to escape faster. Zombies didn’t ride. At least none of the zombies they had encountered ever rode. But what did she want with cattle?
            “Are you planning to leave the others behind?” he said.
            She looked at him strangely a moment, then smiled as she shook her head.
            “No. I’ll free the others once I have enough energy hoarded to feed the magic. Thankfully, I already know how to counter the spell enslaving them since I freed you that night. But I asked about horses and cattle because I can take life energy from any living creature. The bigger the animal, the more energy they possess,” she said. “Horses and cattle are the largest domestic animals available, and each will provide a virtual feast in life energies.”
            He nodded in understanding. And what a relief. Tane wasn’t certain he could’ve just ridden off and left his friends behind. The priest, if not Dakar Himself, would do terrible things to them if he did.
            “I heard horses a few times yesterday,” he said, trying to remember what he had seen the day before. He had been too depressed to care at the time they arrived. He remembered a pair of dogs, some children. “Yes! The stables are on the other side of the gate. As for cattle...”
            “Horses are good enough,” Joelle said. Standing up on wobbly legs, “Come on. Help me over to the horses.”
            Taking her arm to steady her, Tane asked, “What about the others? Won’t they be suspicious? What do I tell them if they question me about where I’m going?”
            She considered that a moment. “You’re right. You weren’t given permission to wander about. Of course, no one said you couldn’t wander about, either.”
            “Yeah, but the stables are next to the gate. They might think I’m trying to escape,” he said.
            Joelle sagged against him. Tane didn’t feel any better. Tired, dirty and cold, and now this.
            “Dirty!” Tane said. “You’re dirty, and have to clean up.”
            Joelle gave him a baleful look. “You’re not smelling so sweet yourself.”
            Tane almost laughed in his joy. “No. You have to go over to the stables to clean up. You know, after we...well you know.”
            Understanding dawned in her eyes, lighting up her entire face gloriously.
            “Yes, making love can be messy,” she said, delighting in his blush and discomfort. “There will be water at the stables. But you’ll have to order me over there, of course. And do it in front of everyone. Zombies don’t care one wit about hygiene.”
            They took a moment to compose themselves, and then ducked through the door. The frigid air struck them hard. Tane felt all his muscles tense. Then Joelle nudged him in the ribs.
            “Uh, Joelle, go over to the stables and clean yourself up,” he said, trying to sound casual. “You’re beginning to reek worse than a barn.”
            “Yes, master,” she said woodenly as she shuffled off.
            The others were watching him with those blank zombie eyes. None bothered to follow Joelle’s progress to the stables, so they didn’t see her go past the water trough and slip inside.
            “Is the fire ready?” he said, walking over to examine the forge.
            “Yes, master,” Raven said.
            He hesitated, thinking back to the night before. Did he tell the priest he would build the furnace first thing? Yes. But he couldn’t start until the crucible arrived. So he had time.
            “Good,” he said, moving the sword blade to heat up in the fire. If all went well, then they would be gone before the blade was hot enough to work. “Raven, tell me when the blade is the same color as the rising sun.”
            “It’s overcast,” she said. “How will I compare...”
            “From memory,” he snapped. Her brow creased, and she looked back at the sword. “I’m sorry. Do the best you can.”
            “Yes, master,” she said.
            Covertly glancing at the stables, he saw no sign of Joelle. What was taking her so long? It had only taken a few seconds for her to tap his life energy. Waving Armin over, he had him stand next to Quinn. When he questioned the order, Tane simply said he wanted them all to be warm. Armin accepted that without a word or expression.
            After a few minutes, Tane became restless. Now he was worried. She’d been in the stable long enough to eat a horse. What was she doing? Had she encountered someone else in the stable? He listened intently, but couldn’t hear any struggle.
            A movement at the stable door alerted Tane that Joelle was ready. He kept Quinn busy at the bellows, since that meant his back was to her approach. So with Raven intent on the blade in the fire, and Armin positioned so he couldn’t see, it was safe for Joelle to cross and wield her magic without fear of discovery.
            Armin was standing furtherest from the fire so neither Quinn nor Raven could see him without turning halfway around. That allowed Joelle to sneak up and lay hands to either side of her husband’s head. Tane heard a Word of Power whispered and saw Armin jerk, his eyes growing wide in shock.
            Raven chose that moment to turn around to speak.
            “Master, the blade...” she said. Her eyes cut toward Joelle and Armin, “Attack!”
            Without thought, Tane backhanded Raven as she tried to stand. She was left sprawled on the ground, gasping and clawing at her neck. Seeing she wasn’t an immediate threat, Tane snatched up Bearclaw from where she’d dropped it and turned to confront Quinn.
            The half-elf regarded Tane blankly, then looked at Joelle and Armin. It was clear that Armin was free of the enchantment, though still dazed. Joelle’s hands were glowing faintly in the early morning half-light. Then to Tane’s surprise, Joelle darted behind him and to Raven. 
            Another Word of Power, and Raven’s muttered curses could be heard behind him. Tane smiled grimly at the wonderful sound of her complaints.
            “Slap me like that again,” Raven said. “And I’ll eat your fingers for lunch.”
            Before Tane could respond, Quinn opened his mouth and bellowed the alarm.
            “Escape! Escape!” Quinn cried. “Escape!”
            Tane, Joelle, and Armin all jumped at him as one. Quinn slapped aside Armin’s sword, then ducked beneath Tane’s fist. He elbowed Tane hard in the ribs, and threw a punch at Armin’s exposed side. The Vikon warrior twisted off the blow, and sent a punch of his own into Quinn’s side.
            Shifting his weight and footing for a dagger thrust to Quinn’s abdomen, and praying Joelle’s magic was up to healing the wound, Tane almost skewered the witch. Joelle appeared between them, laying hands on Quinn and speaking the Word of Power that triggered her spell. Like Armin, Quinn jerked, tensed, then relaxed. Armin stepped in and caught him before he fell.
            “Great,” Raven grouched. “I get slapped to the ground like a cheap whore and you all fall all over yourselves to catch Quinn after he tries to kill you. You always liked him best.”
            “Do you have to make jokes about everything?” Armin asked.
            “Mostly,” she said, a mischievous smile flashing across her face. “Especially when I feel like crying.” She tenderly touched her neck, probing the discolored, brutalized flesh. “That misbegotten reject of a God almost twisted my bloody head off.”
            For the first time, Tane saw compassion for her in Armin’s eyes.
            “Can you do anything for her?” Armin asked Joelle.
            “Yes, but not now,” Joelle said. “We have to get out of here, and fast.”
            “I sounded the alarm!” Quinn said, shocked and shamed.
            “Can you run?” Tane asked Raven.
            Before she could answer, Joelle said, “Forget running. Can you ride, Raven?”
            “Like the wind,” she said, heading for the stables at a trot.
            “What about the horses?” Tane asked. “I thought you went to steal their life energies? Won’t they be too exhausted to carry us?”
            “I did,” Joelle said. “But I didn’t touch five of them. The other six won’t be fit for riding before tomorrow, if then. I drained them pretty badly.” Then she grinned at Tane. “I saddled our mounts before coming back.”
            “That’s all I need to hear,” Quinn said as shouts and the sound of running feet came to them. “Let’s ride.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 61
 
            At first Nizar ignored the screams outside his room’s window. The brazier was cold, the air even colder, but his blankets were warm. The seamster’s wife snuggled up close beside him, adding to his comfort. But a nagging fear was soon born deep in his breast.
            “Damn,” he grumbled, forcing his eyes open and glaring at the door. Outside that stoutly framed door was a dreary, frozen world of white. But, the inn was more comfortable than the village huts. “Probably another villager caught stealing food.”
            Looking out the small window, he saw blue-gray sky and knew it was time to get up anyway. He had duties to attend to, rites to perform now that he was with other priests and devotees. And he had to supervise the swordsmith, else the boy would never complete the first Sword of Power in time.
            Sitting up and pulling all the blankets about himself, Nizar sat quietly while his body got used to being awake. The fire needed building, but it was too cold for him to do it. That would require letting go of the blankets.
            He regarded the blonde Leltic woman curled up beside him. She was awake, her eyes wide and fixed on him. 
            Like a trapped animal, he thought. 
            Her fear made him smile. Allowing his thoughts to wander, he remembered the night just past. He recalled her warm body, her kisses, the fear in her eyes that she might fail to please him.
            “Get the fire going, then heat up something for me to eat,” he said.
            Mad pounding at the door startled him, making both of them jump.
            “Your Grace! Please!” a female voice called. Nizar recognized it as the Acolyte Olwen, assistant to the village priest. She had been an acolyte of Tuunar, the Arisen God of the Dead, and quickly shifted alliances. Nizar didn’t trust her, but she wasn’t his concern. “Your Grace, please, it’s urgent! Your prisoners all escaped!”
            “My God!” Nizar cried out, leaping to his feet and flinging away the blankets.
            In three strides Nizar was out the door and facing the startled acolyte. The hallway was even darker than his room, with the air so frigid that it made his vacated room seem balmy. The realization that he was naked, both in face and body, flickered in the back of his mind, but was instantly forgotten. If they had lost the swordsmith, then all of them, himself included, were doomed.
            “What did you say? Are you talking about the swordsmith?” Nizar demanded, seizing the girl by both arms and shaking her.
            To his surprise, Olwen easily slipped out of his grasp and flashed enraged blue eyes at him. It reminded him that the barbarian women of these desolate climes had no idea of their proper place, or the respect and diffidence they should show men. They considered themselves equal in all things to men. And their men never said differently, and even seemed to encourage such scandalous behavior. Definitely a morally corrupt people.
            “We lost no one, Your Grace,” Olwen said. “But your prisoner, and all his guards, just rode off.”
            Nizar’s world began to spin. How!? How did he do it? Zombies did not disobey orders. Somehow Tane had freed his friends from the enchantment. But how didn’t matter, yet. Once he recaptured him, Nizar would determine the how and see to it that the swordsmith didn’t have the opportunity again.
            But first I’ll teach him a brutal lesson by killing one or two of his friends, he thought. Maybe the harlot – No! The witch. Somehow, I know she had something to do with this. Probably taught him a spell to counter the slave spell we use. And the elf, who is his best friend.
            Turning his attention back to the acolyte, “I’ll need a horse and supplies.”
            “I’m sorry, Your Grace,” she said, though not looking particularly distressed. “But they left our remaining mounts injured in some way before they rode off. They seem to be totally exhausted. The best we can do is send word to a neighboring village and have mounts sent over.”
            Unacceptable, though he knew it was also unavoidable. He absolutely had to leave now, but there didn’t seem to be any way. Tane Kyleson had escaped, and Dakar would hold him responsible.
            “How long will that take?”
            “Maybe midmorning,” she said, shrugging. “Midday at the latest.”
            He nodded, heading back into his room. He would have to pray now, and tell Dakar of his failure. After that, there might not be any reason to worry about anything. Failure in Dakar’s service too often meant a one way trip to the altar, and oblivion.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 62
 
            Dakar reveled in the quiet of night. Frail humans, even His enchanted slaves, required sleep. Their limited senses made nighttime the most logical time to rest. He didn’t complain. When needed, He could send His army on the attack with a mere thought, any time of day or night, anywhere within His domain. But as they slept, His priests were busy making sacrifices upon His altars, sending Him thousands of souls to consume.
            A most pleasant way to spend the dark, quiet night.
            He could feel His strength growing. Without the need to supervise His army and priesthood, He could take the time to enjoy the heady feel of growing power while contemplating His coming victory over His hated enemies. For millennia He had planned for this moment, dreaming of the chance to exact His vengeance.
            Within days I will have the first Sword of Power, He thought, grinning fiercely. Then the Arisen will know terror! All the Realms will feel My power! They will feel My wrath and fury!
            A prayer came to Him. Not a devotee, that He would’ve ignored, but of a priest. A certain priest. Nizar al-Sayyid, guardian of His most prized possession, Tane Kyleson, was calling Him.
            A thrill surged through Him. Had the swordsmith already completed a Sword of Power? Could He begin His attack in earnest now?
            I hear, Nizar, He thought back into the priest’s mind, careful not to fully enter the man’s mind. Of all His priests, the Tameran thief turned priest had the most convoluted, self-serving mind. What is your need?
            Nizar hesitated. Dakar was instantly alert, sending an unconscious mental growl at what that bode. The priest cried out in the distant village, the mental echoes reverberating through Dakar’s mind as well.
            What has that fool done?! He thought, waiting. Then to Nizar, He demanded, Speak!
            It all came to Him in a terrified rush, almost incomprehensible in the priest’s terror of being punished. The swordsmith had escaped, and taken all his companions with him as well. Nizar didn’t know how a simple villager had freed four heavily armed zombie slaves, but he did. Of course, Nizar repeated his innocence every chance he got.
            Dakar didn’t care who was at fault. There was no Sword of Power, no quick vengeance to be had. And now there was a very real danger to Himself. If Tane Kyleson managed to do the impossible, as he had just shown himself capable of doing, then he might actually seal off the only open Gate into Dakar’s personal Realm of Carth-Amon. And He would be trapped once again, helpless and starving.
            “Mogens!” Dakar shouted aloud and mentally.
            He sensed the High Priest deep in the temple, sound asleep with one of the new female priests. His mental shout startled both Mogens and the priestess, sending the High Priest scrambling for his robes and leaving the priestess praying for forgiveness for a sin she hadn’t committed. Dakar cared nothing for their “morality.”
            Assured that the Thanir High Priest was rushing His way, Dakar turned His attention back to Nizar. Despite His revulsion, He entered the priest’s mind to ensure he was telling the entire truth. Nizar wasn’t above a lie to save his skin. Humans were the only race that thought they could lie to their Gods.
            Nizar’s mind was in turmoil, guilt fighting terror, shame battling anger. The man barely knew where he was anymore, so sure that he was doomed and would soon be sacrificed atop the nearest altar. Dakar was forced to use His power to calm the human down enough to sift through his memories.
            Satisfied He had the truth as Nizar knew it, Dakar departed his mind and spoke to him, You were negligent. As was the local temple. The swordsmith should’ve never been left near an unguarded gate. All of you forgot the advantage that free-minded men have over My slaves.
            Falling to his face in the distant room, Nizar groveled and cried, “Forgive me, Divine Master! I will make it up to you. I will prove my faith and reliability by recapturing the swordsmith. I will sacrifice his friends to Your glory this time, and force the boy to do Your divine will!”
            Dakar said nothing, letting the priest stew in his own fear and uncertainty. It would make him more cautious in the future, make him strive twice as hard to capture the swordsmith before it was too late.
            High Priest Mogens suddenly burst out of a side passage, winded and nervous.
            “The swordsmith has escaped,” Dakar said. “Have the priest in charge of the village sacrificed at noon, with all the others watching. Let them see what failure earns in My service.”
            Bowing, “As You will, Divine Master,” Mogens said. Then a cold glint entered his eyes, “What about Brother Nizar al-Sayyid? Is he to be sacrificed for his failure? Or do You have special plans for him?”
            “He also failed Me, but I have granted him the chance to redeem himself by recapturing the swordsmith,” Dakar said, watching closely Mogens’ reaction. Strangely, the High Priest looked alarmed. Any man who could frighten that cold, cruel Thanir warrior was a man worth keeping. Perhaps Mogens saw a potential in Nizar that Dakar had failed to observe due to His natural disdain for all humans. “You are to see to it that Nizar has everything he requests. Men, horses, weapons, anything. Tane Kyleson has to be stopped.”
            “Yes, Divine Master,” Mogens said, but his face was more wily than reverent. “May I make a suggestion?”
            “Certainly,” Dakar said. It helped to inspire humans by considering their ideas. Indeed, if they thought themselves a viable part of any plan, or had participated in the planning, then they would try twice as hard to succeed. He found it irritating, having to patronize mere mortals, and such frail, pathetic mortals as humans, but they were all He had at the moment. “Your ideas are always welcome, and more often than not sound advice.”
            Mogens pleased his God by only allowing himself to bask in such praise a bare heartbeat before making his suggestion.
            “Since we have Tane Kyleson’s cousin,” he said, watching his God’s every expression for any sign of disapproval. “I suggest we send her along with Brother Nizar. The swordsmith is less likely to fight her, and I doubt if he is capable of actually killing her. And if one of his friends should kill her that may be enough to destroy their little cabal even if they manage to escape Nizar again.”
            Dakar nodded, already sending His mind out in quest of the enchanted slave, Jessy. He found her standing guard before Mogens’ personal quarters in the temple. She looked much better than when she was first presented to Him. Gone were the filthy, blood-splattered clothes and filthier body. Jessy was newly scrubbed and wore a plain black tunic and gray trousers.
            Entering her mind, He sifted through all her childhood memories. Tane was there at every turn, and proved he was highly protective of her and all he loved. His protectiveness irritated her, but she practically worshipped the man, even strove to emulate his “noble” ways. His only fault, as she saw it, was a total lack of any ‘warrior’ ambition.
            “Your reasoning is sound,” Dakar said, leaving her mind to consider how best to use what he had learned. He stifled a need to sigh in relief. Entering human minds, even those of enchanted slaves, was a tedious, grueling endeavor for Him. The effort of sifting through the minds of Nizar and Jessy had used up the equivalent of two hundred human souls. “I believe it might even work, but I have a better idea.”
            Mogens hid his disappointment well.
            “Leave her where she is,” He said, staring off into space as He made plans aloud. “I will transport Brother Nizar here in a moment, then I’ll send him to her. She will be freed from My service, in a manner. I intend to set her on her cousin’s track believing he has turned to evil!”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 63
 
            Tane called a halt to their headlong flight once the stitch in his side proved too much to endure. The long, hard run before their capture hadn’t hurt as much as the wild one hour ride along the trade road. The road was narrow, with many limbs hanging low under the weight of snow and ice. Tane and Quinn had suffered the most, their faces picking up more scratches and bruises. Raven and the Vikon couple were experienced riders and knew how to avoid such punishment. It was all Tane or Quinn could do to stay ahorse.
            “I was just starting to relax and enjoy the ride,” Raven said as she dismounted, grinning mischievously at Quinn’s grimace as he dismounted beside her. Then a look of shock claimed her face, “Shining Gods! I thought elves could endure more than any human! The world is truly coming to an end!”
            “It’s my human half that’s hurting,” Quinn said and sniffed haughtily. “The elven half barely realizes anything is amiss.”
            “By the pained way you’re walking, I’d say you’re human from the waist down,” Armin laughed.
            Joelle and Raven roared with laughter, while Tane shared a sympathetic look with the half-elf. Seeing what had happened to Quinn, Tane decided not to attempt walking until his groin muscles realized they had been granted a reprieve and relaxed.
            Squatting beside his horse, Tane asked, “So, does anyone know where we are? Or how far the next city is? How far Caeren is from here?”
            “You’re our glorious leader,” Raven said, sitting cross-legged in front of him. She patted the snow-covered ground in front of her, “Lay face down, my hero.”
            “In the snow?”
            “Yes. I know a thing or three about relieving cramps,” she said, grinning wickedly. “Not to say the savior of the whole world has cramps. I would never speak such blasphemy! I just want to get in your good graces in case you have any sway with the Gods.”
            “Your jokes aren’t getting any better,” Quinn grumbled.
            Raven winked at him, “You’re next, sugar thighs. So don’t go getting jealous on me.”
            Willing to try anything to relieve the pain, Tane did as Raven instructed. Armin made a crude remark when she began a deep massage of his buttocks and inner thighs. His face burned red under the laughter until he realized her ministrations were working. Soon, his muscles relaxed and he could move freely. Then she removed his boots and started in on his feet, which proved more soothing overall than the previous massage. Seeing the results, Quinn didn’t hesitated when Raven patted the spot Tane vacated.
            Halfway through Quinn’s massage, Armin asked, “Could you teach Joelle how to do that?”
            That got him an elbow in the ribs.
            “Where did you learn to do that?” Joelle asked, not sure that she liked the idea or not. As a Vikon, she was practically born in the saddle. But, frequently, the poor and desperate went to the Vikon for medical attention. Such a skill might prove useful, and profitable. “Is the skill common in the Tyr Mountains?”
            Raven was quiet a long moment, her face expressionless as she worked on Quinn’s knotted muscles.
            “No,” she said, then began working on Quinn’s feet by pressing firmly on certain spots. The half-elf sighed and relaxed further. “It’s common to trained slaves, though. and I’m highly trained.”
            For the first time, Tane heard bitterness in Raven’s voice when discussing her slave training. Before, she had treated it as a way to scandalized others, to taunt them with her beauty and skill in using it. At times she even flaunted it. Something told Tane that this was the real Raven showing through.
            Suddenly she slapped Quinn’s rump, “Up and at them, lover! You’re looser than a back-alley whore, and twice as ugly. But I love you anyway.”
            Quinn rolled over with a grunt, saying, “You have a way with words. And just when I was starting to like you.”
            She laughed and grabbed hold of his week’s growth of beard, giving it a playful tug. “I’m the love of your life, and you know it.”
            “Time to leave,” Joelle said, standing. “Now that our pedestrians are healed, maybe we can lengthen our lead.”
            Even Quinn laughed at that.
            Tane rose slowly to his feet, but made sure no one noticed his pain. He was painfully aware that he was the only one of the group that wasn’t a seasoned campaigner. The last thing he wanted or needed was for the others to ease up on their efforts for his sake. Then he saw Raven’s grimace of pain as she rose to her feet. No one else was looking.
            He remembered her injured neck. She still didn’t turn her head, or look up or down very much.
            “Wait,” he said. “Joelle, can you heal Raven’s neck?”
            “There’s nothing wrong with my neck!”
            “You can barely move – ”
            “It’s just a bruise,” she snapped, eyes blazing so hotly that Tane wondered what he’d done wrong. Didn’t she want to be healed? “I’ve been hurt worse than this dozens of times, and kept on fighting.”
            “I’m Gifted in healing,” Joelle said, thankfully taking Raven’s attention away from Tane.
            “But all magic takes a toll. Your strength is limited, or at least your store of energy,” Raven said, her rage starting to burn out. “If we’re attacked, we’ll need your magic. Some of us might sustain life-threatening wounds. I won’t allow you to waste it on such a minor injury. Leave me be.”
            “You can’t fight injured,” Quinn said.
            “Are you man enough to try me?” she said venomously.
            “But we want to help you,” Tane said, confused by her refusal. “You’ve done so much for us – ”
            “I’ve done nothing for you!” she screamed, tears spring from her eyes. “Shining Gods, I betrayed you! All of you! I’m the reason the priest could track us down!”
            Raven turned her back on them, hanging onto her saddle and shaking so violently Tane found himself alarmed despite her words. Everyone else was too shocked to move, or even think.
            “I don’t understand,” Tane said.
            That unleashed a torrent of self-abuse from her, though she never turned to face them. In between berating herself, she told the story of the “prince” in the tavern.
            “Clever use of magic,” Joelle said after Raven finished. “But why do you blame yourself? I don’t blame you. Tane doesn’t blame you. Only you choose lay blame at your feet.”
            “Besides, Tane lost his mail when we were captured, so they can’t track us like that anymore,” Armin said.
            “You were bespelled,” Tane said, stepping up beside her and wrapping an arm around her shoulder. He was shocked to discover her trembling. “We’ve all been magicked at one time or another. You’ve just suffered more than the rest of us by being attacked twice.”
            “If I had been stronger, less vain, or not such a harlot, none of you would’ve been captured and enchanted,” she said. “It was my failure, my weakness, that brought Dakar’s priests and zombies down on us.”
            “And you were the first to declare your support for me after we escaped Kestsax,” Tane said. “You refused to desert me or my cause, even though I tried to run you all away. I believe the others had been prepared to go their separate ways, until you spoke your mind.”
            “And here we are,” Armin said. “Let’s hang her.”
            Tane looked around in shock.
            “No, hanging is too good for her,” Joelle said. “Let’s draw and quarter her.”
            “Wait, I know,” Quinn said. “We can force her to stay with us. The cold and hunger of the trip will be a hundred times worse than death. And to add insult to injury, no one will laugh at any of her stupid jokes.”
            Tane grinned at the others. Even Raven managed a weak smile.
            “That won’t be any problem,” Armin said. “None of her jokes are funny anyway.”
            “Ha! You’re just jealous because all my jokes go over your head,” Raven said. “You wouldn’t know funny if it bit your nose off.”
            While Raven’s attention was diverted, Tane signaled to Joelle. The witch eased over behind Raven. Raven stiffened when Joelle laid hands on her neck. Tane was prepared to hold her in place, and prayed the other two men came to his rescue, if she resisted. But Raven’s eyes went wide, then closed.
            Smiling in relief, Joelle closed her own eyes and began a low chant. While he watched, Tane saw Raven’s whole body begin to relax. He hadn’t realized how much pain she had been in until then. It amazed him how people would punish themselves needlessly.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 64
 
            The Grand Temple of Dakar in Treversax was the largest temple complex in the Leltic Lands still intact. All signs that it was built as a temple of Kamain had been meticulously eradicated. Now the ceilings were painted dark gray, the many columns and walls were black. The effect gave the impression of eternal night, since not even the brightest lamp seemed able to give light for more than a few feet.
            Jessy didn’t care. Standing in a small pool of lamplight, she barely even noticed her surroundings. Her master, High Priest Mogens, had ordered her to guard the door to his quarters. She had no other duty, no other wish or desire. It was far easier than storming the walls of Kestsax and Calan had been, and warmer. The food wasn’t any better, but it was regular. She had no other concerns.
            Food, warmth, and obedience were the limits of her ability to think, to consider. If something couldn’t be eaten, or keep her warm, or fall within the parameters of her orders, then she had no use for it.
            A small sound to her right caught her attention. She focused on it, narrowing her eyes to peer into the constant gloom. There was a movement, which quickly coalesced into a robed man striding toward her. He was accompanied by a smaller robed figure to his rear, probably a woman. She didn’t care, as long as they didn’t try to enter her master’s quarters.
            Watching the pair approach, she tightened her grip upon the spear and moved her left hand over to loosen her new sword in its scabbard. Just in case. The High Priest’s quarters were at the end of the passage, high in the temple’s north tower. There were only two doors between her and the newcomers.
            She watched calmly as they passed first one, then the last door. At that time she lifted the spear and held it diagonally across her body. They would not pass while she lived. Those were her orders. There was no other option for her.
            “Halt,” she said in a neutral voice. So far, the intruders hadn’t given her any reason to believe they meant mischief, or worse. “The High Priest is not in his quarters, Your Grace. No one may pass.”
            The priest stopped at the edge of the light. She had never seen him before. He was tall and slim, dressed head to toe in dark gray robes, turban, and veil. All she could see of him were fierce black eyes. The woman stayed back in the shadows.
            “I am Nizar al-Sayyid, Priest of Dakar,” he said, stepping closer. “I was told that you have recently come from the fighting. Is this true?”
            “Yes.”
            He nodded, seemingly satisfied. He stepped closer.
            “Our Divine Master believes the Arisen Gods have unleashed a terrible plague upon the recently conquered lands, intent on destroying His mortal host,” Nizar continued, moving ever closer. “He has sent me around to check on everyone that has been on the front.”
            Jessy lowered the spearhead, aiming it at Nizar’s heart. He prudently stopped, his eyes narrowing in anger.
            “Do you question me?” he demanded.
            “I do not know you,” she said.
            She looked at the woman, well hidden within her hooded cloak. He noticed and nodded.
            “She is the only one I’ve found with any illness,” he said. “I am to take anyone who is ill before our Divine Master.”
            “I am not ill.”
            “I’ll decide that,” he said. When she refused to allow him to brush aside the spear, he said. “Don’t make me use my priestly powers, slave. I don’t have the time or patience for this.” When she still didn’t relent, “I’m not trying to get past you, slave. I only need to touch you briefly, to see if you are contaminated.”
            For the first time since being enslaved, Jessy knew confusion. Something told her this was all wrong, but she had to obey the orders of all priests. High Priest Mogens’ orders superseded all others, save Dakar Himself, but otherwise she had to be absolutely obedient. And the new priest didn’t seem intent on passing her.
            With no other option she could fathom, Jessy dropped her guard and allowed the priest to approach. She kept her eye on him, trying to keep the woman in sight as well. When he made no attempt to maneuver her around so that she couldn’t see both at once, she relaxed.
            “This won’t hurt a bit,” Nizar said, reaching out to touch her forehead.
            His fingers were icy cold and a bit damp, as if he’d just pulled them out of icy water. The woman didn’t move. Then a jolt shot through Jessy, staggering her.
            “Ashtar!” she gasped, steadying herself against the door. “What? I mean...where...?”
            Then it all came back in a rush. The zombies shuffling out of the dark forest. The fight on the walls, in the streets. Being dragged down and beaten senseless. That terrible priestess. The battle of Kestsax, and the following sack. The screaming and crying men, women, and children. Then the cold march to Calan, and that city’s fall. All the horrors of war. All the needless deaths of zombies and defenders alike.
            “Quickly, inside,” the priest snapped, opening the door and waving her in. The other woman rushed past her and disappeared inside the High Priest’s quarters. Jessy hesitated, fear gripping her heart with icy claws. “Hurry, girl! Before we are discovered.”
            Jessy darted inside, but kept a firm hold on her spear. Inside, she got a stout table between herself and the other two. Both looked like priests of Dakar. That thought brought back the memory of when the High Priest presented her to the God.
            Tane! What are they doing to you?
            “We need your help, Jessy Calvandaughter,” Nizar said.
            “Who are you? What do you want?” she said.
            The woman murmured something, and all her concealing robes vanished. Before Jessy stood the most stunning woman she had ever beheld. Tall and shapely, the woman had long black hair, emerald green eyes, and alabaster skin. She wore silvery plate armor and black leather.
            “I am Ashtar, Goddess of War and Adventure,” She said haughtily. “I assure you, that little pig-sticker will have no effect on Me.”
            A sudden, overwhelming aura of power rushed over Jessy. Ashtar seemed to glow, to shine like the sun in her eyes. She had no doubt that she beheld a Goddess, in all Her glory. Her mother’s Goddess. Her Goddess.
            Falling to her knees, Jessy cried, “My Goddess! You have saved me!”
            The Goddess smiled indulgently.
            “Of course. I have a deed for you to perform,” She said. “You must track down and stop Tane Kyleson.”
            “Tane? My cousin?” she said, confused. She recalled that Dakar had him, was forcing him to perform some terrible deed that would destroy the Arisen. She wasn’t real sure what it was, since at the time she heard the High Priest and Dakar discussing it she hadn’t cared due to her enchantment. “Dakar is holding him prisoner. He’s being forced to do it! He’s not evil!”
            “Of course not!” Nizar said. “Ashtar knows all, sees all. But She needs your help to save him, or at least his soul.”
            Fear clawed at her heart again. Tane’s immortal soul was threatened.
            “I don’t understand what I can do,” she said, suddenly feeling tired and miserable, small and weak. “I couldn’t even defend myself.”
            “Mortals shouldn’t be ashamed of falling to Gods,” Ashtar said. “You had no chance. Your actions since were not your own, but forced upon you by foul magicks of an evil God. The Gods understand that. But your cousin isn’t being controlled with magic. He has free will. You must stop him before he destroys your world and the Gods.”
            “I don’t understand,” Jessy said, trying to remember what Dakar and High Priest were discussing. The High Priest wanted to use her to make Tane help them. But now she was free. “Do you want me to rescue him?”
            “He has escaped,” Nizar said, sounding a bit angry. “If he hadn’t, it would’ve made it far easier. Now it is worse, for he is accompanied by servants of Dakar, who have convinced him to seal the only Gate into this Realm.”
            Jessy was confused. What was this ‘Gate’ he was talking about? How would that destroy Gods?
            “If the Gate is sealed,” Ashtar said, “then the Arisen will be cut off from the world, helpless to help you fight this great evil. You must keep him from sealing the Gate, Jessy. The Arisen Gods, the whole world, depend on you.”
            “Why don’t You do it?” she asked, and was immediately shocked by her own audacity.
            The priest was enraged by the question, but Ashtar just looked annoyed.
            “There are limits placed upon even the Gods, child,” Ashtar said. “As I stand before you now, I am a pale shadow of My true self. Within My personal Realm, I am supreme. Upon the Mortal Realm, I am barely more powerful than a High Priest or Arch Mage. And here, within Dakar’s domain, I am even weaker.”
            “And it is easier for Dakar to discover Her within His domain,” Nizar said. “She has taken great personal risk to come to you, girl. Do not dishonor Her!”
            Jessy felt herself go cold. Never, ever would she insult or dishonor her Goddess!
            Raising a hand to quiet him, Ashtar said, “She only speaks her mind. I am not afraid of the truth.” Turning fiery green eyes on Jessy, She said, “Even weakened as I am, I would like to personally stop your cousin. But I am needed even more elsewhere. The war goes badly, for Our faithful are not united, and We will not steal away their free-will as Dakar has done to the people of the Leltic Lands.”
            “I understand,” Jessy said, even though she didn’t. It was all so confusing. Gods walking the world, waging war with humanity and each other. A Goddess sneaking around in Her enemy’s temple, asking a mortal for help. “I won’t fail you, my Goddess. Once I explain what is happening to Tane, he will stop doing whatever it is Dakar is making him do.”
            “If he does not listen to reason, then you must kill him,” Ashtar said, her eyes and voice steel. “Fear not, for that will save his soul. If you fail, and he lives to seal the Gate, then everyone’s soul is destined to be devoured by Dakar. There will be no afterlife for him, you, or anyone. Only oblivion.”
            “I understand,” she whispered, fighting the burning in her eyes. How could she do such a thing? To kill Tane in any cause would be too terrible an act to live with. It would surely kill her to do so. But...she didn’t have any choice. “I will stop him, my Goddess. I swear on my immortal soul.”
            “Excellent,” Ashtar said. Indicating Nizar, “Father Nizar is one of my most trusted priests. He will accompany you, aid you in any way he can. Listen to him, and he will get you to your cousin in one piece. But it will be up to you to stop him, for Tane’s friends have corrupted his mind. He will not believe that Nizar is My priest. Only you can stop him.”
            “I won’t fail You, my Goddess,” Jessy said.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 65
 
            The frigid south wind roared above the trees, violently shaking the forest around them. On north-south stretches of road the four riders felt the relentless shock of the wind as well. The snow and ice that had blanketed the tree limbs filled the air, making it difficult to see through the resulting white haze. Tane lifted his eyes just long enough to scan the road before them, then lowered them again.
            Joelle rode a dozen paces in front of him, with Armin right behind him. Quinn rode point, some hundred paces ahead of Joelle, and Raven rode rear guard, a like distance behind Armin. Both Joelle and Armin offered to rotate out with Quinn and Raven, but neither would agree. Quinn insisted he had to be point because of his superior senses, at least until the wind relented in its fury. Raven just wanted to be by herself, or so she claimed. Joelle and Armin believed she wanted rear guard because it was more dangerous, and thus a more “honorable” position. Tane didn’t care, because none of them would even consider allowing him to take either position.
            Now I understand how Jessy felt whenever I tried to protect her. Gods, it’s humiliating to be treated like I’m so helpless! Tane thought.
            The fact that he was obviously the most affected by the weather didn’t help his mood. Quinn was the least effected, with his cloak open and frequently thrown back over his shoulders. Raven seemed to actually enjoy it during the rare times when the wind relented. She claimed it was just like a summer day back in her homeland. They all knew better, but she refused to yield, though kept her cloak on nonetheless. Whereas Joelle and Armin were distressed by the cold and snow, but didn’t allow it to effect their vigilance.
            “Halt,” Joelle said, reining in her bay mare.
            Tane stopped beside her, peering into the snowy haze intently. What was the problem? More zombies? They’d been forced to leave the road and hide a dozen times since escaping the previous morning.
            Then Tane realized that Joelle and Armin weren’t looking forward, but back the way they had come. Turning in the saddle, he spotted Raven galloping toward them.
            “Off the road!” Raven shouted. “Horsemen coming. They’re riding hard, too!”
            Tane, Armin and Joelle kicked their mounts to force them into the thick underbrush. Raven raced by, going to alert Quinn.
            Slipping out of the saddle, Tane coerced his gray gelding to lie on his side in the snow. It was a trick Armin had taught him the first time they were forced to quit the road. Then he lay across the horse’s head, stroking him reassuringly to keep the gelding quiet. While he and Armin hid themselves and their mounts, Joelle used her magic to cover their tracks in the snow before taking her own mount down.
            Moments later the muted thunder of horses approached. Tane watched as they passed. All were free-minded men, maybe two hundred in all, wearing gray and black surcoats over armor. Over that they wore black cloaks.
            Mercenaries, Tane thought, eyes narrowing. Betraying humanity for a few coins.
            Tane found the men and women hiring out their swords to Dakar even more disgusting, and disturbing than His priesthood. He could understand people drawn to a God, serving that God, no matter how evil, due to their love and faith, but the mercenaries were only interested in money. They didn’t care about religion, or the future health and happiness of the world. They just wanted wealth and power.
            “Here comes the rear guard,” Armin said, though Tane could hear nothing over the howling wind.
            A heartbeat later the rear guard passed, just twenty men in black and gray, swords in hand. Tane watched them pass, wishing he could put an end to their foul existence right then and there. If he succeeded in vanquishing Dakar, there was no one able to hunt down and punish them. The mercenaries could just pick up and ride away, with no fear of pursuit. In another city, another land, they could tell any story and be believed. Likely, many would be hailed as heroes, falsely believed to have been fighting Dakar’s host.
            Or worse, being the only organized force, they could install themselves as the rulers of the land.
            “Mixed blessings, our mercenary friends,” Armin muttered.
            “How’s that?”
            Joelle answered, “Their presence means that free-minded men and women exist in the conquered lands, and are accepted by the zombies without question. On the other hand, it means that Dakar has the means to send extremely dangerous forces to hunt us.”
            “At least we know that zombies won’t instantly attack us,” Armin said. “Unless Dakar has some way of telling them what we look like.”
            “Which I wouldn’t doubt He does,” Tane said. Then an idea formed. “What if we dressed like the mercenaries serving Dakar?”
            “Yes,” Armin said, thoughtfully stroking his mount’s withers. “Zombies and priests alike would just see a mercenary, not a threat. Even the other mercenaries wouldn’t realize what we are, at least not at first.”
            “True. Communication has to be difficult, even for a God. The three groups we’ve seen are probably functioning independently of each other,” Joelle said. “We could always claim to be a patrol of another troop.”
            “We’ll need to get the proper clothing,” Tane said, remembering how all the mercenaries wore the same surcoats and cloaks, though arms and armor differed between individuals and units. “We should send Quinn out scouting for a small patrol to ambush.”
            “An interesting idea, but – wait,” she said, tilting her head to hear better. The faint sound of hooves drifted to them on the wind. She closed her eyes and chanted softly a moment. “It’s Quinn and Raven.”
            Once they were all together, Tane told Quinn and Raven his idea, asking if the half-elf thought he could do it. 
            Quinn shrugged it off, saying, “I was about to tell you that there is a vast army camped on the other side of the hill. I suspect there will be mercenaries aplenty to rob and loot.”
            “Sounds like fun,” Raven said, nudging Quinn in the ribs. “In fact, I already have a great plan.”
            “Sweet Mother, save us from her plan!”
            “No, it’s really great. I’ll be the only person endangering herself,” Raven said, eyes atwinkle.
            Tane and Joelle exchanged a wary look. She looked to be planning mischief, not a raid.
            “All right, I’ll ask,” Armin said with supreme reluctance. “What is your plan?”
            “This is how it’ll be,” she said. “I’ll go in alone at dusk. You four will pretend to be zombies that happen to wander in behind me. Then I’ll find some likely man, and lure him into the shadows for some fun loving. Of course, the rest of you will be waiting to jump him. Five times, and before you can say ‘Raven is a genius’ we should all be dressed in mercenary black and gray.”
            Tane liked it.
            “We’ll all be dead by midnight,” Quinn said. “That has to be the worst plan I’ve ever heard. Do you have any idea the risk you’d be taking? Not to mention the risk to the rest of us if we’re recognized. Zombies aren’t particularly bright, but their minds are focused. If Dakar has them looking for us, you can believe they will look closely at everyone they pass, day or night.”
            “He’s right, Raven,” Joelle said. “Since we’ve all been entranced by the zombie spell, we can appreciate his argument. I know I was intently focused on keeping Tane working on that Sword of Power.”
            “Oh, rot,” Raven said, but didn’t argue the point.
            “It might not be so bad,” Armin said. “Quinn said an army sits in front of us, meaning we’ll have to make a detour around it. There will be parameter defenses, probably even patrols.”
            “Yes,” Tane said, excited again. “And if we find a small patrol, we can attack them and take their clothes and gear.”
            “That sounds like fun,” Raven said. “I love riding through the snow in blood-drenched clothing. At least my way would’ve gotten them to undress themselves before we killed them.”
            “We can club them,” Quinn said, glaring daggers at her. “The forest floor is covered with potential clubs.”
            “You both have a point,” Tane said before Raven could respond. Turning to Quinn, “How close is the camp? Should we wait until dark before moving on?”
            “Night would be best,” he said. “I don’t know how large the camp is, since Raven’s warning came just as I spotted it through the trees. But it looked big, maybe ten or more thousand. An army that size will have large patrols guarding its parameter.”
            “An army that size will have large gaps in its parameter,” Raven said. “It might be possible to sneak past the guards and waylay a mercenary or five. Or, if we’re vigilant, we can take out the occasional lone sentry along the way, until each of us is outfitted like one of Dakar’s mercenaries.”
            “I like the second idea best,” Quinn said. “It very well might be possible to take down a few mercenaries in the dark. But I advise against doing anything so risky as venturing into the encampment.”
            “You would,” Raven grumbled. “But even if we aren’t given the opportunity to snatch a few mercenaries as we skirt the camp, I’m sure there will be patrols on the road to Treversax for us to harvest. With Quinn’s abilities at night, we shouldn’t have too hard a time sneaking up to their camps late at night and taking what we need.”
            Everyone thought that idea sound enough, though Quinn did frown. So after working their way deeper into the underbrush, they made a cold camp and waited for nightfall, bedding down to get what sleep they could. Tane was so excited that he knew he’d never fall asleep, but lay down anyway. Soon, he was oblivious to the world.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 66
 
            Nizar sighed with relief at the sight before them. Jessy stiffened in the saddle, but kept her thoughts to herself. She had already argued against entering the “enemy” camp. But Nizar was determined, as much for the comfort and relief from the biting cold it promised as for the opportunity it afforded him in capturing Tane and his friends.
            “Trust me,” Nizar whispered as a trio of mercenaries rode toward them.
            He was still dressed as a priest of Dakar, while she wore the black and gray livery of a loyal mercenary. He saw little suspicion in the faces of the approaching men.
            “Declare yourselves!” the lead mercenary shouted, hand on hilt.
            “I am Brother Nizar al-Sayyid, and this is my bodyguard, Jessy,” he said. He drew a pass signal in the air, then spoke a short prayer that had Dakar mentally confirm his identity. The veil hid his grin, knowing that Jessy was blissfully unaware of the prayer that saved them from being seized. He would be unable to explain to her how a priest of Ashtar could call upon Dakar. “Though our path is different than your own, we desire shelter for the night.” 
            Satisfied, the mercenary let them pass without further questions. Jessy’s eyes grew large after they passed the mercenaries.
            “That was too easy,” she whispered. “It’s a trap.”
            “No, my child, it is not,” Nizar said. She seemed to find comfort when he assumed that calm, priestly demeanor with her. “Ashtar is with us, and I have a trick or two myself. The sign I drew in the air is their pass signal. We are safe enough. Ashtar is watching over us.”
            “How often do they change the signal?”
            “I don’t know,” he said, giving her a suspicious look. Since Dakar confirmed identities, they had no need to change their pass sign. It hadn’t even occurred to him that there would even be such a need with a regular army. “But Ashtar is watching over us. If the pass sign is changed, She will inform me.”
            His confident words eased her worries some, but she was still wary as she looked around the encampment. Nizar turned to study the lay of the camp, amused by her concerns. She accepted him, and that was enough for him.
            The encampment wasn’t the largest he had seen since coming to Dakar’s service, but it appeared to be the best organized. Whoever the priest in command of this host was, he would bear some close scrutiny in the future. And if High Priest Mogens visited, the priest would be in grave danger. Gods forbid that such a talent in organization come to challenge Mogens in the future.
            Nizar hoped they managed to kill each other, saving him the need to do so in the future.
            The only mistake Nizar could fault the commander with was a poor choice of campsites. They stopped for the night in a vast fire-cleared area, along the northside of a line of low hills. If their enemies sent warhawk riders on a long range reconnaissance patrol this way, then they would be easily found and counted.
            Spotting a small clump of scorched trees near the edge of the clearing, he pointed and said, “Wait for me over there.”
            “Where are you going?” she asked, suddenly alarmed.
            “I’m pretending to be a priest of Dakar, remember? I must report in or they will become suspicious,” he said. “And since you are so nervous, I believe it best if I go alone. I shouldn’t be long, and might even be able to talk them into providing us with a tent for the night.”
            “But what if someone approaches me? What if someone asks me questions?” she said. “I don’t know what to say, or how to act.”
            “Act arrogant, and belligerent,” he said. “My experience with mercenaries shows that they are all full of themselves, and many think the world is out to get them.”
            “I’ll try.”
            “Good. Have faith, my child,” he said, and parted company with her.
            Once Jessy was lost in the crowd, he stopped a mercenary and got directions to the High Priest’s pavilion. Normally that would be easy to find in such an encampment, but from his location Nizar could see three pavilions. He learned from the mercenary that at least five hosts had been assembled here, each with its own commander and pavilion. Each individual priest also had a small tent, usually captured squad tents. There appeared to be hundreds of the smaller tents, each set up in the middle of that priest’s own command.
            As he rode, Nizar felt himself relax. It was difficult maintaining his disguise as a priest of Ashtar disguised as a priest of Dakar with Jessy. Fortunately, she was full of youthful acceptance of other people at face value. In a few more years she would likely be too cynical to accept him at his word without firm proof. Indeed, Jessy hadn’t even demanded proof that Ashtar was Ashtar. Dakar was prepared to prove Himself to be Ashtar, but she accepted Him in His disguise as the Arisen Goddess of War and Adventure without a second thought.
            If only my childhood had allowed me to grow up so trusting and innocent, he lamented. But then, I wouldn’t be on the verge of unlimited power and wealth, either.
            Glancing up, Nizar judged the time near sunset. The thick gray cloud cover still obscured the sun. It seemed a good omen. He had feared they wouldn’t make it, and have to spend another miserable night camped in the forest.
            The encampment was roughly halfway between the village and Treversax – two days hard ride. More than enough time had passed for Tane and his friends to reach the area, even if they had to hide from and evade pursuit. So Nizar believed them to be in the area, somewhere. He and Jessy had ridden hard both days and a good piece of the night to get here in time, though in truth she didn’t understand that. She was following where he led, almost without question.
            Soon enough he reached the High Priest’s pavilion. All camps had one, for when the High Priest visited. When the High Priest was not in residence, the pavilion belonged to the commander of the host. Nizar knew that Mogens was in Treversax, attending Dakar. When their God decided a certain army or front needed the High Priest’s personal supervision, then Mogens was usually transported there instantaneously by Dakar. After two days and a night in the saddle, Nizar envied Mogens that luxury.
            A pair of towering men guarded the entrance. Both stood at least a head taller than Nizar, with fierce faces and long red beards. They looked like Tyrians, but their accents proclaimed them to be Thanirs like Mogens.
            “Who is in charge of this army?” Nizar said as he dismounted.
            “Sister Arlene, Your Grace,” one guard said. “She is inside planning tomorrow’s march with her officers.”
            Sister Arlene was someone Nizar knew. They had become priests on the same day, for the same reason. In fact, both were “converted” thieves.
            Entering the pavilion, Nizar paused to bow to the small altar before moving toward the group standing around a map table. Sister Arlene was talking, her rich soprano filling the air with confidence. Nizar envied her natural leadership abilities, her ability to inspire those around her to put in that little extra effort. Unlike Mogens, she did it without threats of punishment.
            Seeing him approach, she stared in astonishment for a heartbeat. He found the look on her naked face amusing.
            “I thought Mogens would’ve cut out your black heart long before now,” she said, though grinned wide afterwards. “Welcome, Nizar al-Sayyid, Brother of Dakar. Are you the new second-in-command I requested?”
            The stony silence that met that question, along with the nervous demeanor of the other priests, said something unpleasant had taken her last deputy. Nizar suppressed a desire to glance at the altar, looking for fresh blood stains.
            “Since I haven’t any idea what you are talking about, I guess not,” Nizar said. “I am on a mission of utmost importance. Dakar Himself sent me on it.”
            At the mention of Dakar’s name, the priests all made the sign of their God.
            “I see you’re rising up in the world,” she said, alone unfazed. “Meanwhile, I’m bound in servitude to this lumbering beast of an army.”
            “Ha! I can see you are broken hearted and depressed beyond all hope,” he said. “I can’t imagine the terrible burden of absolute command! And such a command!”
            “We must all make sacrifices for our Divine Master,” she said, chuckling with him. “But seriously, O Prince of the Desert, what brings you to my humble tent? Is there anything we can do to assist your cause?”
            “As a matter of fact, there is, O Queen of the Forest,” he said.
            Nizar told of Tane, and the threat. He then told of Tane’s escape, and possible route. And finally, he discussed his plans for Jessy. The other priests were full of ideas, with many of them being from the surrounding lands.
            “We will be extra vigilant, Nizar,” Arlene said. “If you want, we can send out patrols in all directions.”
            “Yes, that would be appreciated,” he said, though with more reluctance now. Arlene was ambitious. Maybe as ambitious as himself. But he was committed now, and he didn’t see any way for her to take sole credit for the capture of Tane’s little troupe. “I’m thinking that since so many of your priests know the land, perhaps they can lead some of the patrols along possible routes around your army.”
            A calculating looked crept into Sister Arlene’s beautiful eyes. Nizar was well-pleased with himself. His suggestion, if it worked, meant that he could take most of the credit, even though her offer of patrols should’ve been enough to secure the capture of Tane.
            “Excellent idea,” she said, a grudging respect in her eyes. “If they find your quarry, then we will be alerted immediately by the priest.”
            “My thoughts exactly,” Nizar said. With a brief prayer, the priest could alert the entire encampment if he chose. Priests and zombies in the thousands could pounce upon Tane and company. “But I must maintain my disguise with the swordsmith’s cousin, just in case we fail to find them tonight. So, if you’d be so kind as to provide a tent nearby...”
            “My pleasure,” Arlene said, signaling for an acolyte to make such arrangements. “I’ll have your tent pitched nearby, in case we get lucky tonight.”
            Nizar grinned. “Oh, I feel very lucky. It’ll take a miracle for them to get past me now.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 67
 
            With nightfall, everyone quietly saddled their mounts. Tane’s body argued for abandoning the horses and continuing on afoot, especially that region between his waist and knees. But reality won out, condemning him to another grueling trek. Thankfully, the first part of their trip tonight would be either leading the horses or riding slow and careful through the dark forest.
            “Everyone ready?” Tane asked. “Good. No point or rear guard tonight. Quinn will lead, followed by Joelle, myself, Armin and Raven. Any questions?”
            “You’re not going to scout ahead?” Armin said.
            “No. We need to stay together in case we’re ambushed.”
            “Or in case we stumble across someone worth waylaying,” Raven said, and sounding as if she really looked forward to doing just that.
            “I have a spell prepared,” Joelle said. “If we find an appropriate victim, then my spell will incapacitate him without the need for a loud fight.”
            “Witches and wizards take all the fun out of life,” Raven grumbled.
            “Remember our rally points,” Tane continued. “Quinn will be pointing them out as we go. But once we reach the camp and start around, our rally point is the first hilltop outside the camp along the road to Treversax. If we’re separated, head that way the best you can. Those that remain will continue on from there.”
            With that sobering thought, they followed Quinn through the forest. Soon they turned onto a game trail that only Quinn could see with any reliability. But it was heading in the right direction, and it was doubtful a zombie would notice it in broad daylight, much less at night.
            The wind was still whipping up the forest canopy, covering any noise of their passage. Tane was grateful, for it seemed to his ears that he was making as much noise as the horses. His four companions all seemed able to glide through the dark forest as quietly as ghosts. All the twigs they managed to avoid, he stepped on with loud cracks.
            The enemy camp laid spread out before them when they topped a low hill. It was a vast expanse of open country, with only a scattering of trees and copses to be seen. Tane had never seen so many campfires in one place, not even during the siege of Kestsax. The camp stretched almost from horizon to horizon. From his position it appeared to stop at the tree line atop the next row of hilltops.
            My luck seems to be holding, he thought with a grimace.
            The camp was wider than it was deep, so naturally they had to go around it. If they had the black and gray uniforms of Dakar’s mercenaries, then they might consider bluffing their way straight through. Though the thought scared him witless to even consider, it would’ve made Raven happy.
            Quinn turned east, toward the nearest corner. The others followed his lead.
            The sound of men moving at the base of the hill brought them to a halt. Tane strained to hear, even as he hugged his horse’s head and stroked him reassuringly. From the noise being made, he figured it to be either zombies or a mounted patrol. Then a horse neighed below, answered by Tane’s own mount.
            “Who is up there!?” a voice called. “Declare yourself!”
            The sound of cursing men, arms and armor creaking and clanking, started up the hill. Four sets of eyes turned to Tane for his command. Run or fight? It was his decision, and his first real command decision. The lives of his friends turned on him making the right decision. Then something Corporal Pendar had once said, during a discussion concerning the chain of command and the possibility one of them might gain command through attrition, came to Tane. Just make a decision, and stand by it. Your first thought is most likely to be the correct one.
            Tane decided.
            He signaled and they all tied their horses and pulled swords. As one they melted into the forest, heading down to meet the enemy. They moved abreast, five to ten paces apart as if on a skirmish line.
            They met the others halfway down the hill.
            Joelle’s left hand thrust out, the shining bow of energy appearing in her grasp. As her fingers touched the bowstring, a shining arrow appeared already nocked. She quickly drew and sent the arrow into the thick of the mercenaries. One man dropped with a gasp.
            Armin struck next, throwing a dagger that found its mark in a rider’s throat. A heartbeat later Joelle cast a spell that crackled through the forest, sending all their fine hairs to dancing.
            The riders let out a startled yell, and charged up the hill.
            “They have wards protecting them,” Joelle hissed as she called up the magical bow again. “Maybe even a priest.”
            Suddenly, a horseman loomed over Tane, his sword raised high for a deadly stroke. Tane thrust for the man’s belly, but a sudden side-step by the horse made him miss. Instead, he struck the saddlebow, which deflected the point into the horse’s neck. The horse screamed shrilly, rearing up as it did and causing the rider to miss in his stroke. Tane felt the blade pass a bare finger’s breadth from his face.
            “Shining Gods!” Raven cried. “There must be a thousand of them!”
            Unlikely, but Tane saw that the line of horsemen stretched away in the dark distance. However many there were, it was one big patrol. Too big.
            “Scatter!” Tane cried.
 
~**~**~
 
            Quinn bellowed as loudly as he could after Tane’s order for everyone to scatter. He had to give them all a chance to escape. Darting down the column of horsemen, Quinn lashed out at men and horses alike. Mostly he just tried to wound, knowing the screams and thrashing about of the wounded men and horses would be more distracting than dead bodies. He had a dozen horses bucking wildly in no time.
            Looking around quickly, he found all his friends still engaged with the enemy. He could see them all clearly with his superior night vision, especially with the snow reflecting what little light there was and providing a white backdrop. Tane fought determinedly, probably trying to do the same thing he was doing – be a distraction and give everyone else a chance to get away. Joelle and Armin were side-by-side, wielding their swords with startling efficiency, working their way toward the safety of thick underbrush. They worked well as a team, far better than they functioned as part of a squad. Raven was the first to leave, stealing a horse to make good her escape.
            Joelle and Armin vanished, and then Tane made for safety when the horsemen pulled back to rally. Seeing his friends gone, Quinn raced through the forest. At least ten horsemen followed him. Shouted orders and counter-orders reverberated through the night forest, telling a tale of confusion. No victory cries spoke volumes.
            “Sweet Mother protect!” he cried, turning on the first horseman to catch up with him.
            Kicking the horse in the mouth, he sidestepped it and thrust his sword into the surprised mercenary’s lower belly, below his cuirass. Jerking the blade free, he turned and dashed across the path of another horseman. The horse turned aside in surprise, forcing the rider to turn all his attention to staying in the saddle. The distraction was his last, as Quinn leapt up on the beast’s hindquarters and drew his sword across the rider’s throat, slicing all the way to the spine. 
            Opening up a long, shallow wound across the withers of the dying man’s horse, Quinn darted for the darkest part of the forest as the beast screamed like a spited whore and began bucking and kicking. The other riders became cautious, allowing him to outdistance them easily. Soon he came to the outskirts of the encampment.
            The mercenary sentry that hailed him didn’t live long enough to regret his lack of vigilance. His uniform fit well enough.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 68
 
            Raven ducked under a horse, and sank her dagger into the rider’s upper thigh before slicing open his leg from hip to knee. Then pulling his foot out of the stirrup, she stepped into it and surged up. Her fist took the stunned man in the neck, toppling him out of the saddle. With a wild scream, she kicked the horse into a dead run straight into the dark forest.
            Men and women cursed and yelled behind her. The sound of pursuit quickly followed. She prayed her friends escaped as well. Then prayed she made good her escape when she spotted shadowy movement to her front left.
            Glancing up at the cloud-sheathed heavens, she wondered if the Gods could even hear her prayers. She doubted it possible so deep within Dakar’s domain. The Old One’s were territorial, preferring absolute power over a region to sharing power throughout the world, so had ways to dampening the power of other Gods in Their domain.
            Thus distracted, she was surprised by a low limb that swept her from the saddle. She hit the ground hard, losing the rest of her wind. The sounds of galloping horses were quickly approaching from three directions.
            Scrambling the best she could on all fours, teary-eyed and gasping for breath, she just made it to cover as a dozen horsemen rumbled past. She couldn’t hear anything else over her own labored gasps. But her wind returned about the time two other groups of mercenaries joined the first, and rode off in the direction her stolen horse had gone.
            “I’ll have to leave that little accident out of my tale,” she muttered, glaring at the low limb while gently probing the spot just below her breasts where the limb hit her. Nothing felt broken. “Now what?”
            She looked around. It was all dark, snowy forest. To the south and downhill, she could see thousands of campfires peeking through the forest. She wasn’t sure how far she’d gotten before losing her mount, but figured herself to be near the road to Treversax.
            “Guess I’ll just walk through the camp like I own it,” she said, grinning at the thought of Quinn’s face when she told him what she did.
            A quick inventory showed her down to her last weapon, a throwing dagger in her left boot. For a bare instant intense bitterness threatened over the loss of Tasheba. There would be a reckoning for that slight. So, taking the dagger in hand, she started down the hill and straight for the camp. Sooner than she expected, Raven was faced with a dozen sentries calling for her to declare herself.
            She briefly toyed with the idea of telling the truth, just to see their faces. Bad idea. Not conducive to living out the night. She rejected it, though such bravado was near and dear to her heart.
            “I am a messenger,” she said in her best imitation of a zombie’s monotone. “I have a message for the commander.”
            “You do?” one of them said. He sounded entirely too happy to her mind. That didn’t bode well. “Is it about those three men and two women Sister Arlene wants found?”
            Raven’s heart hammered. They know about us! Shining Gods, they’re waiting for us!
            “Yes,” she said, though her head spun dizzily.
            Tane was in grave danger. As were Quinn and the Vikon couple. She had to do something to save them. But what could she do? She didn’t even know where they were, if any of them escaped alive or were captives.
            “Have they been captured?” he asked.
            He stepped out of the darkness, a dark shape to her right front. How many more were surrounding her? Her throat tightened and she fought a tremble in her hands. There was no way of knowing if he was being honestly inquisitive, or was trying to lure her into a trap. Then more soldiers moved into view, all staring intently at her in the night shadows.
            Ashtar! Give me strength, she silently prayed.
            “I do not know,” she said. “I must go. I must deliver my message.”
            “Oh, yes. Of course,” he said, waving her through.
            Raven tried her best to move as woodenly as the zombies. She walked within two steps of the soldier that questioned her. The hardest part was just breathing, expecting a sword thrust in the back at any second. The men seemed satisfied, if they even noticed her passing. Most of them were busy speculating, even wagering, on what had happened.
            Idiots! she thought, slanting a scornful glance at their backs. The riders didn’t have any zombies with them. And if they did, they were riding.
            Of course, the incident would show her superior intelligence in her tale. How people would laugh at those buffoons! And admire her daring!
            Once she was safely inside the camp, Raven headed toward a dark squad tent to await returning soldiers. The best she could figure, any troops returning with prisoners would pass near her position. In such a quiet camp, almost devoid of mounted soldiers at the moment, she should be able to spot the spectacle of any patrol returning with prisoners. If no prisoners passed her way, she would assume everyone escaped and were heading for their rally point. But if someone had been taken, then she would see to their rescue.
            Slipping inside the tent, she paused to allow her eyes to adjust. That’s when a lantern flared up.
            Raven found herself staring at a man and woman. Neither looked to be zombies. Then she noticed the two piles of gray robes. They all stared open-mouthed at each other for a long moment.
            When the man started to move, Raven threw her dagger at him. He took it in an up-flung forearm. Raven followed the dagger, then cut right to let fly with a savage kick to the woman’s head. With the priestess moaning and clawing at the ground, Raven turned on the priest as he rose up to confront her.
            “You will pay for attacking servants of the one True God!” he hissed.
            “You’re a priest of Ashtar?”
            Raven smiled brightly to distract him further, and then dropped low as she spun around. Her booted foot connected with his knee, snapping it back with a sickening sound of joints separating. Her hand clamped over his mouth before his scream erupted.
            Grasping his jaw in one hand, and taking a handful of hair in the other, she jerked his head around and snapped his neck.
            Her grin was fierce. “And my father didn’t want me studying unarmed fighting techniques! Thought I’d only get myself hurt. Wouldn’t he be proud of me now?”
            Retrieving her dagger from the priest’s arm, Raven quickly dispatched the stunned priestess by slitting her throat. Strangely, her hands violently shook for a moment afterwards. That had never happened before. Not even her first kill had shaken her so. But killing priests and priestesses was unholy business, even servants to such an evil God as Dakar.
            Looking at the priestess’s discarded robes, she said, “I guess I get to be a priestess of Dakar for a while. At least until I can steal a uniform. And a sword.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 69
 
            Though dark, the benighted forest was a riot of shouts and horses. Angry shapes raced by, looking, searching. Joelle and Armin hid in the shadows, awaiting opportunity. 
            “We should move,” Armin said. “We’re too close to the clearing.”
            Joelle looked about, her eyes lingering on the campfires to the south. So many. So terribly many. She was filled with despair at the sight, at what it represented. And they had to go through that hostile camp, of that she was certain. Skirting the periphery would be suicide, what with all the patrols alerted and out looking for them.
            “One will ride by soon enough,” she said. “Then one of us will have a mount.”
            The sound of horses came closer. Armin tensed, eager for a chance to fight. Joelle almost smiled. At such times he was almost as crazy as Raven. He denied any battle joy, knowing how she disapproved of such insanity. A line of twenty riders passed by, close like Joelle promised, but too many and too alert to threaten. They let them pass.
            Armin was relaxing, disappointed, when she heard another rider coming. Only one, of that she was sure. When Armin’s head rose in anticipation, she laid a hand on his forearm. He relaxed under her hand, nodding his acceptance of her request to be still.
            The rider came, alone. He was riding along the opposite side of the small clearing, and very attentive to his surroundings. Joelle cast out her magicks, gently, studying him with care. There were priests about, and she dared not let them feel her spellcastings, so had to choose her spells carefully. She found no wards upon his person.
            Closing her eyes, Joelle chanted the spell she needed. As the last word passed her lips, she pointed a finger at the man. He suddenly reined in, frantic, one hand darting to his throat, as if someone was strangling him with a garrote. Joelle clenched her fists, concentrating so hard her temples began to pound. He was strong. Maybe too strong for such a spell. She began to wonder if she could outlast him, it now being a test of will and strength between them.
            When the mercenary fell out of his saddle, still struggling, still fighting her, Armin rushed from cover. Joelle stayed put, still concentrating on her spell. She was becoming dizzy with the strain. The man wasn’t dying, or even passing out. Armin’s dagger finished his struggles.
            By the time Joelle staggered to her feet, Armin had rounded up the horse and was leading the gelding into cover. Joelle went straight to the fallen mercenary. Thankfully, Armin had been careful with his daggerwork, delivering a thrust through the eye into the brain. His black and gray uniform and cloak were unsullied by blood.
            “Carry him into cover, Armin,” Joelle ordered, already carefully hiding what little blood painted the snow.
            The mercenary wasn’t a small man, so Armin struggled under his weight. Joelle followed, covering their trail the best she could. Snow was falling, though lightly. Given enough time, their trail would be invisible. As it was, no one would see it unless looking real close, and then they would need the light of day to find it. By that time she expected to be well past the encampment.
            Armin began stripping the man next to the horse. Joelle used a little of her precious life energy to cast a calming spell on the skittish gelding. She made him not notice the scent of blood pervading the air.
            “An ill-fit, but good enough,” Armin said, claiming the uniform for himself. He now had good mail and an iron open-faced helmet. Once he donned the uniform, black cloak hanging from his shoulders, he asked, “Should I try to lure a suitable prospect to you?”
            Panic filled Joelle. To be left alone, here, at such a time, was more than she could bear.
            “No, we can wait,” she said, hiding her fear from him. It would do him no good to know the fear that gripped her heart. It would be a distraction for him, weighing heavily on his mind when he needed all of his wits razor keen. “But maybe we should move. I think we’ve spent all our luck here.”
            They discussed the merits of moving closer or further from the camp. Where would they be most likely to find a suitably reckless mercenary? Did they grow more and more wary as they rode further from camp, or vise-versa? They finally decided that the mercenaries would never consider the possibility that their enemy planned to pass through the camp, so would be more open to ambush nearer the perimeter, where they would feel the safest.
            Moving out of the tangle of underbrush they had hidden inside, Armin stopped to check the saddle in the dim light available through the cloud cover. Joelle drew close, downwind, for a moment’s respite.
            “Are you scared?” Armin said, his voice hushed and almost drowned in the wind.
            “Me? Scared?” she said, her voice teasing. “You don’t know this, but I’m half Tyrian. Maybe more. I wouldn’t know fear if it spit in my face.”
            “Maag protect!” Armin cried softly to the heavens. Then giving her a stern look, “That’s it. No more talking with Raven for you, young lady.”
            “Killjoy.”
            “For your own good.”
            She wrapped her arms around his waist, holding tight a long moment. He returned her hug just as fiercely, giving some of his warmth up in the bargain. She didn’t want it to end.
            “Hey! You! Declare yourself,” a voice called.
            Joelle saw a dozen horsemen approaching from the south, another five from the north. Surrounded.
            “Bastard!” she cried, and raked Armin’s face with her nails. “Get off me! I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you if you touch me!”
            Shocked by the mercenaries’ untimely arrival, and his wife’s strange behavior, Armin was unprepared to defend himself. He never saw her booted foot aimed at his groin.
            Joelle turned and ran as Armin fell to all fours, retching in the snow. She hated herself for what she did, but if he kept his wits, then no one would suspect him of being anything but one of Dakar’s mercenaries. He would be safe, but she had no such guarantee.
            Racing for the tangle of underbrush, where no horse could go with any speed, she prayed to Maag for Her divine aid. The Goddess proved deaf to her pleas.
            Two of the five riders coming from the north cut her off, swords drawn and faces grim. Cutting left, she tried to bypass them, cursing venomously all the while. All she needed was a brief respite from their attack, enough time to cast a spell or two. A dozen helpful spells tumbled about her mind, taunting her into frustration. Another of the southbound riders cut her off, forcing her to dive to the cold, wet ground to avoid his sword. All but a handful of the northbound riders rode her way as well, victory shouts on their lips. A horse sidled close as she dashed for cover, so terribly close, the rider wielding a club. She ducked, taking the blow across the shoulder blades.
            Gasping for breath, Joelle lunged under the horse and struck at the rider beyond. He reined about, presenting the horse’s rump to her. In an instant she realized her mistake, hurling herself to the snow-covered ground. The horse’s brutal hooves flashed over her, one hoof striking a glancing blow off her back.
            A pair of horsemen fell off their mounts atop her, stealing what wind her lungs still claimed and pinning her down. She tried to break free, but only managed to anger them further. Countless fists drove into her belly, her face, pounding her until darkness gathered behind her eyes and threatened to claim her as well.
            Jerked to her feet, Joelle’s wrists were bound behind her back and strong men held her arms. A dozen others crowded around, their grim faces baleful in the scant light. Then Armin thrust through them, his face a mask of rage at what had been done to her.
            “Bastard,” she spat, kicking him in the groin again before he could betray himself.
            Fists found her again, pounding her into the darkness. This time, nothing kept her from succumbing to sweet oblivion.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 70
 
             “Blessed Maag, what have I done to deserve such misery?” Armin said, coming back to consciousness.
            “Hey! Are you crazy? Don’t ever call out to one of the Arisen. If one of them priests hears you, we both get our hearts cut out,” a burly man in black and gray said. “They’re just itching for reasons to lay someone, anyone, across their bloody altars. Damnation, boy, the best I figure, they sacrifice one of their own every day or so.”
            Armin looked around. He was in a tent, well-warmed by a pair of braziers. He was still in the black and gray of Dakar. His lone companion was a wounded mercenary, a big gray-beard with a missing ear. Joelle was nowhere to be seen.
            Sitting up on the fur-covered cot, he said, “How did I get here? Where am I?”
            “They hauled your ass in here about an hour ago, boy,” the gray-beard said, laying back in his cot and staring at the dark ceiling. His leg had a terrible wound, a bone deep cut from knee to groin. Someone had stitched it up, doing a haphazard job of it. “Best I understand it, one of them folks we was after north of camp laid a hard boot into your jewels, twice. Second one put you out, so they brought you here.” He patted his wound gently, “I feel for you, boy, ‘cause one of them vixens ripped me open, but good. Wouldn’t be surprised if she’s the same one. Bitch stole the best horse I ever had.” He looked Armin’s way hopefully, “Did she have a horse? A big gray, with three stockings?”
            “No,” he said.
            Where was Joelle? Was she alive? He understood why she did what she did, but wished she hadn’t kicked him the second time. Obviously she hadn’t realized that he was on to her plan. She only accomplished getting herself separated from him, maybe for good.
            That last thought left him soul-sick. How would he live without Joelle? He couldn’t. She was his life. He couldn’t go on without her, and he couldn’t leave her to her fate in Dakar’s hands. He had to save her, but didn’t have the faintest idea how to find her.
            “Old man – “
            “OLD! Boy, I’d kick you clean back to Kestsax if it weren’t for my leg,” he cried, face sudden beat red. “You call me old again, and you’ll never get to be my age.”
            “Sorry. I wasn’t thinking,” Armin said. “But do you know where they took the prisoner that kicked me? I’d like to...uh...meet her again.”
            “Ha! I wager you would, boy,” he laughed. “I wager you would. And they might give her to you, too. They gave me and my squad this baron’s daughter that killed one of our boys when we captured her. Wasn’t much left of her when we gave her back the next day, but she was still fit for the altar.”
            Armin wanted nothing more than to slit the bastard’s throat and watch him die. He wasn’t fit to live. His foul life was a curse upon humanity. Once Dakar was vanquished he prayed the Arisen had a way to discover the treacherous bastards that supported the Old One.
            “But I don’t know where she is,” he admitted. “They don’t keep much in the way of prisoners around here. Just turn them into brainless slaves. But if she ain’t a slave, then your captain will be able to find her for you if they hadn’t laid her across their bloody altar yet.”
            “My thanks,” he said, though would’ve preferred answering the beast with naked steel. “I’m well enough, so better report for duty.”
            Outside he found it brutally cold after the warmth of the tent. But he quickly drove all concern with the cold out of his mind. Somewhere, within all those thousands and thousands, his wife needed him.
            The realization terrified and shamed him. It was the first time she ever really needed him, and he was helpless. He had no idea what to do, where to start.
            Quinn, he thought, and Raven will know what to do.
            Quinn was ancient, living the life of a mercenary all his life. Armin suspected that the half-elf had forgotten more than the rest of them combined would ever know. He didn’t brag, like Raven, but just did the job needed, and more competently than anyone else. If anyone could help him save Joelle, it was Quinn.
            Raven also invaded his thoughts, despite his best efforts to keep her at bay. She would doubtlessly have a dozen schemes, all exceedingly dangerous to them all. Stealth and subtly was not in her nature, though she could be exceedingly good at it when need be. She knew what she wanted and went for it. If she got it, she’d brag for a month on her deed. If she failed, she’d keep her own council and plot her next try at the thing. She was relentless, her spirit unconquerable.
            A quality that might be Joelle’s salvation, he thought.
            With the possible exception of Tane, he believed Raven would be the most tenacious when it came to rescuing a friend. Quinn’s heart had grown hard, having endured too many decades, centuries, of too many painful losses. Tane and Raven were young, full of youthful ideals and passions. And Armin loved his wife more than life itself, so could never give up trying.
            Joelle would not be abandoned, of that Armin was certain.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 71
 
            Tane eased through the forest, toward the fires peeking through the trees. He was no warrior, like the others, but knew he had no chance at all of looping around the camp. Even if he did try, and made it, the trip would take so long that the others would not wait for him. He would be all alone.
            From what Dakar said, and from his dreams now that he thought on the subject, his friends had importance in the quest other than companionship and defense. The blood of Gods was required in the making of a Sword of Power. Raven and Joelle were absolutely required if he was to succeed. Quinn was half elf and half Lelt, with no blood of Gods in his body. Like Joelle, Armin was Vikon, a Tyrian clan long driven from their homeland. But Dakar’s disinterest in him made Tane believe his blood too diluted to be of any help. 
            The snap of a twig sent his heart to hammering. He ducked into the shadows of underbrush, waiting and listening. He feared his dark form against the bright snow would betray him, so swept as much snow over him as possible without making any noise. Another snap, then another, came to him and stopped further efforts at camouflage. The man was growing closer.
            A single cloaked man appeared from the north, moving stealthily, or at least trying to do so. By the noise he made Tane knew it wasn’t Quinn, the one person he most wanted to be with at that moment. Quinn’s woodcraft was second to none.
            A dim beam of moonlight shafted down through the thick forest canopy and gave Tane a look at the man for a bare instant, revealing the black and gray uniform of Dakar’s mercenaries. He was intent on the trail before him.
            He’s tracking me, Tane thought, hands starting to tremble.
            The dark soldier grew closer and closer, constantly stopping to study the ground and brush around him. Twice he examined broken bits of brush along Tane’s trail. And Tane thought he’d been so terribly careful, too. He fought the urge to ease deeper into the shadows, knowing the soldier was too close now, and began worrying that his clothes weren’t dark enough to blend into the night shadows.
            Tane slowly drew his belt knife as the soldier came within ten paces. He bunched his leg up beneath him, ready to spring at the man when discovered. Then the man was on the trail next to him, studying the ground.
            He took another step, then another. Stopping, he surveyed the trail before him. Tane waited, heart hammering, breathing shallowly lest he be heard, hand so tight on the knife’s hilt it began to ache. The soldier took another step.
            Tane held his breath when the man looked back down the trail he’d just covered. He knew the soldier was more wary now, having lost the trail.
            He suspects, Tane thought. He knows I am here somewhere.
            The soldier pulled his sword, turning to retrace his steps. Tane lunged at him, before the soldier could prepare himself. The sword leapt at Tane’s face. He ducked, cut left, then right, thrust his knife at the soldier’s throat. An armored arm parried the knife, then backhanded Tane across the mouth. Tane spun around, then stamped down on the man’s foot in a move he saw Joelle do against Quinn once.
            “You fight like a woman,” the soldier snarled.
            “And you die like a mad dog,” Tane said, throwing his knife at the soldier’s face.
            The soldier ducked. Tane whipped out his sword and swung at the crouched soldier in one smooth move. Both were equally surprised when the blade thunked deep into the soldier’s neck. Sliced cleanly through the spine. Tane saw the man’s eyes grow wide, shocked, accusing, then they rolled up as he collapsed.
            It wasn’t his first kill, but the first he’d had the luxury of looking into his foe’s eyes. He knew the fear and accusation in the man’s eyes would haunt him for some time.
            Hands shaking, Tane cleaned Bearclaw in the snow, then dried it off on the soldier’s black cloak. All the while he listened intently to his surroundings. There was shouting and arguing all around, but no indication that anyone had overheard their fight. If the patrols were quieter, he surmised, they wouldn’t have missed hearing the fight.
            Starting to remove the dead soldier’s armor, Tane felt warmth first, then wetness. The man was covered in his own blood, the fabric of his surcoat soaked through. Sickened, Tane left the mercenary as he was, taking only the black cloak, and moved on southward in search of another mercenary.
            He came upon the sentries guarding the perimeter quicker than anticipated. There were six within sight, with the clanking, muttering sounds of many more to either side. He saw no way to bypass such vigilant men, so eased back into cover.
            A loud crack reverberated through the forest as his foot snapped a dry stick. Tane cursed his clumsiness as several sentries called out. Freezing in place, breath held, he listened and watched for pursuit. Three men were dispatched to investigate.
            Cursing his lousy luck, Tane pulled his sword and waited in the darkest shadow he could find without moving too far and exposing himself against the bright snow. The dark shapes grew closer and closer, spread out in a short skirmish line.
            As the mercenaries grew closer, he was relieved to see they had strayed too far to the west. The eastern-most soldier would be a good ten paces away when he passed. Tane need only remain still and patient.
            He alternated between watching the approaching threesome, and their comrades huddled at the edge of camp. There were so many he believed the perimeter guards to be spread thin to either side, maybe leaving a gap for him to slip through in the dark. He decided to try, as soon as the small patrol passed out of sight and hearing.
            Glancing around to the nearest soldier, Tane watched as he probed the underbrush and shadows with a spear. Then he looked up, straight at Tane.
            Their eyes locked.
            Tane felt an instant of trapped animal terror, then sprang at the soldier with a loud bellow. The man froze, eyes wide. It was enough, giving Tane time to skewer the hapless mercenary. But the whole forest exploded with shouts and the sound of running feet.
            The second soldier arrived, her sword held high overhead and beginning its descent toward Tane’s skull. He ducked and sidestepped, thrusting at the center of her bulk as he was taught by Corporal Pendar. He misjudged the distance, with just the tip of his sword piercing her mail. But she screeched in pain, staggering away. He advanced on her, wanting to make a fast kill and escape. Instead, she turned and ran into the forest, away from the safety of her camp.
            “He’s running north!” Tane cried, pointing and setting off after her. He pretended to falter, holding his side, he called, “I’m wounded. Get him! Fast!”
            The last mercenary in the line turned and raced after his wounded comrade. Tane held his side, kneeling down as more soldiers stomped past. Glancing back, he saw only two men guarding the perimeter.
            Staggering to his feet, he made for the two guards. One came out to help him. Tane paused in the nightshadows of a large oak. He bent over as the soldier neared, to hide his clothes under the cloak and prepare his strike.
            “Can you make it?” the mercenary asked, worry in his voice.
            Tane felt a pang of guilt. It wasn’t a fair fight. He was suckering the poor fool into exposing himself. He didn’t have a chance. Then Tane remembered the man had bartered his honor and soul to Dakar.
            “Help me,” Tane groaned, lifting an arm so the soldier could slip under and support him.
            Without thought, the man hurried to help. In the last instant Tane angled the sword-point upward and thrust for the heart. The man’s mail was barely an obstacle for Tane’s strength and Bearclaw’s keen edge and temper. He pierced the diaphragm, cutting off all but a strangled groan.
            Seizing him, Tane spun them around, so it appeared his dead foe was himself.
            “He passed out,” Tane called back. “Give me a hand before he dies.”
            The other man jogged over. Tane kept his face averted, struggling to keep the dead soldier afoot. Listening to the other soldier’s approach, Tane smiled at the rasp and snap of a sword being sheathed.
            Tane released the dead sentry the moment his comrade arrived, shocking the newcomer. He was unprepared for Tane’s attack, a swift and powerful fist to the neck. Needing the man’s uniform, Tane didn’t use his sword. His windpipe crushed, the mercenary dropped to his knees. Tane seized his head and jerked it around like Corporal Pendar had taught him, hearing the snap.
            Dragging the last man deeper into the shadows, Tane quickly stripped him. The uniform and armor fit well, if not a bit oversized. In fact, he was glad for the greater size of the uniform, allowing him to wear it over his own clothes. More layers meant greater warmth in the unseasonable cold.
            The helmet was another bonus. It was fur-lined and would help retain more of his body heat, at least that was what Raven claimed. She thought most body heat was lost through the head. Neither the Vikon nor Quinn argued the point, so Tane felt compelled to give her the benefit of the doubt. After all, Tyrians grew up in the bitterest winters known.
            After burying the stripped guard under a mound of snow, deep in the shadows and underbrush, Tane made for the camp. There was no one to contest his passage. He paused only once, to gaze back at the dark forms of the other dead, praying he never had to do that again.
            It’s becoming too easy to kill, he thought.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 72
 
            Numbing cold. Burning cold, seeping into her clothes, her very bones. Joelle had never felt such cold, such misery. Then the pain made itself known. The pain of bruises and too cold skin.
            Opening her eyes, Joelle found herself laying face down in wet snow and mud. It was early morning. The eastern horizon was just beginning to lighten from dark blue-gray to a lighter gray. Voices surrounded her, mostly male and angry.
            “She’s awake,” a voice said, male and hoarse.
            Rough hands seized her arms, jerking her upright and setting her on her knees. With a jolt of fear, she realized her arms and feet were bound. Strangely, her fingers were free and her mouth not gagged. She suppressed the grin that threatened, for the fools would pay for their inexperience in handling magic-users.
            Searching for her hoard of life energies, Joelle was struck speechless. There was nothing. Nothing at all, not even the hoarding spell that held the energy until needed. Then she realized that it was another spell hiding her energies, depriving her of her magic.
            She felt something tied around her throat. Concentrating on it, she discovered it to be a medallion of some sort. An amulet.
            “Where are your companions?” the hoarse man asked.
            Startled by the question, she looked at him for the first time. He was tall and slim, wearing the gray robes of a priest. Leltic Tribal Tattoos covered his face, partially obscured by reddish-brown stubble. His bearing and speech indicated a high-born Lelt. The golden torque wrapped around his thin throat backed up that assessment.
            Ignoring him for the moment, she looked around wildly. There was a tent behind the priest, gray and filthy. The burnt out remains of pines jabbed up at the heavens all around her, broken off at varying heights. The places where the snow was churned into mud was also blackened with ash and coals from the fire. Zombies uncounted milled around beyond the mercenaries surrounding her, deathly quiet in a way that always chilled her bones. 
            Her husband was nowhere to be seen. She searched the faces of her guards, no Armin. His absence was a hammer blow to her soul. She had expected him to stay with her, use some excuse, any excuse, to stay by her side. If he’d been assigned as her guard, then they could escape when the interrogation was over. But he wasn’t with her anymore.
            Had his disguise been discovered? Had he attacked them for what they did to her? Was he dead? Wounded? Did they have him prisoner elsewhere?
            Then she noticed the look in the eyes of her guards.
            Dark, hate-filled eyes regarded her. Some few looked eager. Eager for her to refuse to answer questions, so they could beat the answers out of her, so they could start breaking things. She knew their type. She understood why Dakar’s service appealed to such men.
            Joelle was alone. All alone. And a prisoner of men who had reason to hurt her. She had never truly been alone before. There had always been someone, some friend or family member. Then Armin, loyal and loving husband, came into her life.
            “I’d advise you to be cooperative, witch,” the priest said. “You and your friends hurt a number of these men’s friends. They are eager to return the favor, though I fear they might be a bit too zealous in doing so. My fear that they will accidentally kill you is all that holds their wrath at bay. If you fail to cooperate, fail to satisfy my curiosity, then...”
            He looked meaningfully at the mercenaries surrounding her. Joelle felt her throat tighten. There was nothing she could tell them that they didn’t already know, even if she wanted to “cooperate.” Dakar had sifted through all their thoughts and knowledge, or so they believed. Tane, at least, was convinced of it, and she saw no reason to argue the point. Dakar was a God, and quite capable of doing far more than reading their minds.
            “What do you want to know?” she asked, unable to keep the quiver out of her voice.
            She had no intention of helping them, but if they were foolish enough to believe her lies...
            “Where are the others?” the priest said, squatting in front of her.
            “I don’t know. We split up when your patrol attacked us. I was trying to escape, to get away.”
            “Where are you to meet them? Where will they go when you don’t show up?”
            “I don’t know. We haven’t been planning that far ahead,” she said. “We didn’t anticipate breaking up like that.”
            “What was your destination?”
            Did he truly not know? Was it a trick question? Was it a question meant to test her, to see if she was telling the truth? If they did know, and were only testing her, then she could buy her friends some time by revealing their ultimate destination and then add some lies about route and such that would lead pursuit astray. But if the priest didn’t know they were bound for Caeren, then she would seriously jeopardize their safety by telling the truth.
            The subtle tightening of fists alerted her to growing anger among the mercenaries. The priest’s jaw tightened as well, a coldness entering his eyes. Undoubtedly their thoughts concerning her options were following the same the same path.
            “I see we’re going to do this the hard way,” the priest said.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 73
 
            Her leg sinking knee-deep in the icy mud, Raven grumbled another curse upon the countless “feeble-minded” zombies that had caused the problem. Stripped of their wits, zombies didn’t have the personal initiative to build fires. Instead, they milled around and stamped their feet in near fruitless attempts to stay warm. All that their efforts accomplished was to churn more and deeper mud. In the few short hours since sneaking into the encampment, she had seen scores of dead zombies, killed by exposure.
            Bulling her way out of the mud hole, she sloshed onward, towards their next rally point. She could see the cleft in the tree line above, and across a sea of icy mud and brainless humanity.
            She stepped into deep puddle of slush and mud. Icy water and mud splashed over the top of her thigh boots, saturating the lower half of her priestly robes, and elicited more muttered curses. The boots were soaked through, and now half filled with water. Even when she came across the occasional dry patch of ground, she still sloshed on. In truth, though, she was glad for a reason to forsake the tall boots. Thigh boots were for riding, not marching. She had made a mistake (though would’ve sworn vehemently to the contrary if asked) and her feet had become blistered early on.
            Raven was intent on acquiring a pair of marching boots from one of the mercenaries before she left the encampment, even though she planned to ride the remainder of the trip. One never knew when she would be forced to abandon her mount for stealthier walking.
            “Make way!” a woman’s strident voice demanded.
            Raven only had time to glance behind her before a huge bay destrier splashed by, flinging water and mud all over her.
            “Halt!” Raven demanded.
            The rider, a blonde woman in the black and gray of Dakar’s mercenaries, reined in before her. She tried to act unperturbed, but Raven noted the fear in her dark blue eyes. Seeing that, Raven leveled blazing green eyes on the hapless woman.
            “Dakar damn you, woman! You did that on purpose!” Raven cried. “Get down off that horse this instant!”
            The woman all but fell off the horse in her haste to comply. Raven secretly smiled, seeing the woman’s hands tremble slightly. Her accent said she was a city born Jarlander, probably from the northwestern region.
            “Your Grace, I beg forgiveness,” she stammered, looking around for salvation of any sort. Suddenly, anger swelled up from deep down. Pointing at a nearby clump of zombies, she blurted, “Those damnable, brainless bastards spooked my horse. I tried to warn you – ”
            “Enough,” Raven growled.
            With the woman just two paces before her, Raven was able to determine that they were of a size. She had a fine destrier, and a better than average set of armor. And she wore marching boots.
            Spying a nearby tent, Raven pointed and said, “Get inside.”
            Fear engulfed the woman’s face, but she tied off her horse and entered the tent. Raven followed her in, hoping the tent was unoccupied. It was.
            “I should lay you across the altar,” Raven said as soon as the flap was lowered. “But I have a better way to punish your insolence. Strip.”
            The woman gawked at her a moment, made some feeble protest about preferring men, then began removing her armor and clothes. Raven waited patiently, but kept the anger in her own eyes. It wasn’t hard, since this woman had betrayed Raven’s beloved Arisen Gods. Most woman warriors were devotees of Ashtar, meaning she had forsaken Raven’s own personal Goddess.
            “Kneel,” Raven commanded when the woman was naked.
            The woman fell to her knees without question or hesitation.
            Raven promptly kicked the mercenary between the eyes, hard. Pulling her dagger, Raven made to slit the unconscious woman’s throat. Witnesses left behind were all too frequently fatal mistakes. But Raven hesitated, strangely horrified by her own intentions.
            “Shining Gods, what a lousy time to develop a conscious,” he muttered. “But dammit...”
            She quickly bound and gagged the mercenary. When they destroyed Dakar, the woman and her comrades would be taken care of by the local authorities. And if they managed to escape justice, then the Gods would tend to their eternal punishments.
            Shucking the priestly robes, Raven quickly stripped out of her cold, wet clothes and donned the dry uniform and armor. Raven thanked Ashtar for her bounty, for she received a pair of woolen tights and a pair of leather trousers that fit over the woolens and cut the wind. Likewise, there was a woolen undershirt and leather over-shirt. The armor was an iron cuirass, polished to a mirror finish, and the straight sword was fairly good steel. The saber in the saddle sheath was of even finer craftsmanship. She also gained a belt knife and five more throwing daggers.
            Even more than the uniform, Raven admired her new mount. The mare was in excellent condition. She was of that breed of destriers bred for use guarding caravans. They were known as much for their endurance as for their fierceness in battle. The bay mare was no match for one of the big destriers that knights rode, but could move faster and for longer periods, and could subsist on rougher fare.
            With the priestly robes over her new uniform and armor, Raven mounted and rode toward the hilltop that the road disappeared over. From her higher position ahorse and on the hillside, she looked back over the encampment. There was still no sign of her friends. That was good, real good.
            Raven felt she had watched for her friends too long near the perimeter. She was afraid they had all already rallied, and left without her. But she would rather have to catch up than know one of them had fallen to their enemies.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 74
 
            Tane trudged through the quagmire toward his goal. He was exhausted, emotionally and physically. Twice, he had been called upon to help one group of mercenaries or another. Another time, a priest had him guarding a tent for three hours with another man. There were times he didn’t see how he’d ever get away and escape.
            And still he had not found the opportunity to steal a horse.
            Screams of rage and surprise startled him. Whirling around, he spotted some twenty mercenaries chasing another mercenary. Smoke rose up from the spot they had been.
            Shrugging, Tane started to turn back to continue when he spotted something amiss. A lone figure knelt in the snow and mud, facing away from him. A woman, though it was difficult to be sure from that distance. Red hair spilled down her back. Her hands were bound behind her back.
            Twice he turned back to continue on, but stopped. It couldn’t be Joelle. It couldn’t be. Her magic would’ve allowed her to make short work of mere mercenaries. But he had to know for sure.
            Heading her way, he spotted the priest and three other men. Except for the prisoner and the priest, all wore the black and gray of Dakar’s mercenaries. And it was the clothes that stopped him short, for now he knew it was Joelle kneeling there, head down.
            Gathering his courage, Tane marched over to Joelle. The priest looked up as he stopped. Tane swept the area with his eyes, noting the three wounded men and blood splattered about.
            “What happened, Your Grace?” Tane said, glad his voice sounded strong and confident.
            “The witch’s mate tried to free her,” the priest said, scowling toward the sounds of pursuit.
            “She’s one of the people we ambushed last night?” Tane said. When the priest nodded, giving him an odd look, Tane persisted with rising anger, “Have you informed anyone? I have just left the...commander. No one up there is aware of any prisoners. In fact, they are furious! And Dakar is even more so!”
            The priest and mercenaries blanched. Joelle looked up for the first time. Tane pretended to ignore her, praying she didn’t betray him accidentally. She looked at him a moment, then bowed her head again.
            “Don’t say anything, Your Grace,” Tane said, holding up his hand to forestall his protests of innocence. “The less I know, the better. But I’ll have to take this one right now. Maybe they’ll be so happy to receive a prisoner no one will think to question me about where and how I found her.”
            He gave the queasy looking priest a hard look.
            “I don’t think you would want any questions raised, Your Grace. Not considering the...uh...shall we say, emotional state of the higher ups.”
            Tane’s heart was hammering away, praying the priest fell prey to his own fear. It was obvious the man was terrified of upsetting those placed above him. The bits and pieces he had overheard that morning had shown him the precarious conditions that all the free-minded men and women of Dakar’s host lived under.
            “That might be best,” the priest said with a grimace. “It would seem that my messenger failed to reach Sister Arlene and her staff. I’ve been...uh...waiting for her grace to send someone down to take the prisoner away for questioning.”
            “A wise decision, Your Grace,” Tane said. “I might suggest you punish the incompetent messenger. Such dereliction can’t be tolerated.”
            “Oh, I will,” the priest said. Then turning to Joelle, he said, “You have nothing to worry about from her. The amulet suppresses magic. She can’t cast a spell to save her life as long as it remains around her neck.”
            “I understand,” Tane said. “I won’t remove anything off her person, just to be sure. You can’t trust witches.”
            Tane helped Joelle to stand after cutting the binding around her ankles, treating her a bit roughly to maintain his disguise. The others paid them little heed, turning their full attentions to the wounded. He led her away without a word.
            Once they were out of sight, Joelle said, “We have to help Armin.”
            “I know,” Tane said. He cut her wrists free and gave over his cloak. She huddled inside it gratefully a long moment. Tane asked, “Where would Armin go?”
            “He would circle around back to me,” she said. “Damn him! He’s going to get himself killed.” She reached up toward her neck, but her hands never went higher than her shoulders. “Tane, please, remove the amulet. It won’t allow me to touch it.”
            Tane felt his skin gooseflesh. If a witch couldn’t touch it, how was a simple man like him going to do it?
            As if reading his mind, “Don’t worry. It’ll have no effect on you since you can’t cast magic.”
            He quickly untied the cord and dropped the amulet into the mud. Joelle stamped on it, driving it deep down.
            “That felt good,” she said. Then, “Let’s go.”
            “I see you still have all of your rings,” he said. 
            “They didn’t really do much of a search,” she said. “I doubt it occurred to anyone any of my jewelry was enchanted.”
            “What about Armin?”
            “We’re going after him,” she said, a distracted look to her eyes. “He’s my husband. I can always find him with my magic. He’s not far, and may be in trouble.”
            They hadn’t gone more than a hundred steps when they saw Armin cornered in a clump of burnt pines. Tane could see that half the mercenaries were either dead or wounded. Armin wasn’t going down easily.
            Before Tane could suggest caution, Joelle began chanting and drawing runes in the air. Tane braced himself for some truly horrific blast of fire and rage. But nothing happened, though Joelle seemed pleased, and winded. Then he realized the men threatening Armin were acting distressed.
            Before he realized what was happening, both Joelle and Armin charged the strangely struggling men. Half were dead or dying before Tane realized what Joelle had done. She had frozen the mud they were fighting in. The mercenaries were trapped in frozen mud around their feet and helpless as the Vikon couple cut them down.
            Armin changed the trapped men with his sword, while Joelle called up her bright bow of energy, and started loosing one magic arrow after another into helpless men.
            Suddenly, the surrounding zombies turned their way and surged toward them. Tane cried out a warning, turning toward the Treversax road as they killed the last man. He let them get in front, believing the zombies might hesitate in attacking someone wearing Dakar’s uniform. Of course, he had no intention of allowing any of them to get close enough to test that theory.
            Though the zombies were silent as ever, a general clamor rose up all about them. The camp was coming alive with zombies and free-minded alike. Every face turned their way. Thankfully they were close to where the Treversax road vanished into the forest, but there were still hundreds of zombies between them and safety.
            Twice more, Joelle cast her frozen mud spell. She took out over a hundred zombies and one mercenary like that, but more appeared, traveling faster over the frozen mud.
            “I only have the strength for one more spell like that,” she quietly warned them as they raced for that slit in the woodline where the road vanished.
            She called up her magic bow again, and quickly put down three more mercenaries. The slower zombies didn’t worry them as much. Then they ran straight into another group of zombies, fighting their way through quickly. The carnage reminded him of his first battle.
            Suddenly, Joelle cast her spell again. The last remaining group blocking their escape came to an abrupt halt.
            “Run!” Joelle cried, not waiting for them before she set off.
            Tane felt exaltation building as they neared the trees. The zombies would follow, but the more dangerous mercenaries would be hampered in their pursuit. Horses were no advantage in thick forest. And he was confident they could outrun the zombies.
            Armin cried out a warning as a mercenary stepped out of the trees. He had a bow and arrow ready, aimed straight at Joelle’s heart.
            “Halt!” the mercenary called.
            They stopped. Tane’s first thought was to take the mercenary’s attention off Joelle. 
            “I’ll distract him. Split up,” Tane said under his breath. His throat tightened almost too much to speak the next words. “He can only get one of us, at best.”
            Armin and Joelle nodded slightly, their bodies tensing for the coming sprint for safety. Tane noticed Armin prepare to leap in front of his wife.
            “What do we have here?” a woman’s voice called.
            A priestess came charging through the immobilized zombies astride a horse. Tane cursed his luck, his heart sinking. The priestess would have magicks that Joelle couldn’t match. The only good aspect of her arrival was that the zombies halted and waited for orders.
            “Your Grace, these folks were trying to escape the camp,” the mercenary said. Then more proudly, “I stopped them.”
            “Yes you did. Very good job, soldier,” she said, sidling up close to him and slipping out of the saddle.
            She paused, turned to face Tane, and pushed back her hood.
            Raven winked at Tane, and then turned back to the bowman. Tane saw the glint of steel in her hand as she stepped close. The man suddenly tensed, grunting loudly, then slumped to the ground.
            Raven gave her friends a woeful look, “I think he has a back ache, right up through the kidney.”
            As one, Tane, Joelle, and Armin charged the woods. Raven seized the reins of her destrier and followed. They charged through the underbrush until the sound of horses brought them to a stop.
            Raven took to the saddle again, and rode forward to scout out their foes. She was gone so long that Tane began to fear she was dead or captured, when the sounds of horses came to them again. The horses grew closer and closer.
            “Tane! It’s Quinn,” Raven called. “Come on.”
            When the Vikon couple started to surge forward joyfully, Tane reached out and stopped them.
            “Wait. It might be a trap,” he whispered. “I’ll go first. Cover me.”
            They eased forward, Tane some ten paces ahead. Soon enough, he found Raven sitting her bay mare next to a nervous Quinn on a black gelding. There were another four saddled mounts behind them.
            “I see you, Tane,” Quinn said.
            “Really?” Raven said, studying the forest shadows intently. “Where?”
            “Over here,” Tane said, standing straight and waving Armin and Joelle up. The fact that he got so close to Raven, if not Quinn, without being detected was strangely satisfying. Indicating all the horses, “I see you two have had a profitable day.”
            Quinn shrugged, “I wasn’t certain everyone would find a mount. Better too many mounts than not enough.”
            “Isn’t he wonderful?” Raven said, eyes atwinkle as she regarded him. For his part, Quinn squirmed in the saddle.
            To save his friend, Tane said, “You haven’t done too badly yourself, Raven. You make a great priestess.”
            “Not as good as Joelle,” she said, shedding the gray robes and tossing them to the witch. “With her magic, she’ll be more convincing.”
            “You have robes and a uniform?” Armin asked in amazement.
            Raven laughed merrily.
            “I did do pretty well, didn’t I?” Raven said. She graced them with her brightest mischievous smile. “I haven’t had this much fun since...uh...maybe I better not tell you about that one. I was a real bad girl that time.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 75
 
            “What’s all the commotion?” Jessy asked Nizar as he entered their tent.
            She was almost finished arming herself. Despite his warning not to leave the tent, she was going to see what was happening. Being shut up inside the tent was starting to fray her nerves.
            “Your cousin just passed through,” Nizar said. “Damn him! He went right through the middle of the damn camp!”
            Breathless, “Really?”
            “Yes. Tane and his friends killed at least twenty-eight men doing so, with twice that many wounded.”
            Suddenly it registered. Nizar was angry. And even more strange, why did Tane have to fight his way through the camp if Dakar wanted him to succeed?
            “I don’t understand why you’re so angry, Father Nizar,” Jessy said. “They are Dakar’s people who died, not Ashtar’s.”
            He tensed, just a heartbeat’s reaction, and then relaxed.
            “In truth, my child, I care nothing for the people who died by your cousin’s hand,” he said. “I am angry that he passed us by while we were stuck here. The commander of the host has orders from Dakar to hound Tane, but to allow him to escape. The mercenaries and zombies know nothing of this, so there is the very real chance Tane could be killed.”
            “But wouldn’t that solve your problem?” Jessy said, sorry there was so much venom in her voice and words. She still had trouble with the idea of killing Tane to save the world. Though the priest said he wanted to capture and save Tane from Dakar’s unholy influence, his attitude indicated he would be happier with him dead. “My cousin is not evil, Father Nizar.”
            “Don’t call me ‘Father’ here, or ever,” Nizar said. “If you’re overheard, we’ll both be sacrificed before the sun sets. And Dakar will eat our immortal souls. Always call me Brother Nizar.”
            Jessy swallowed the lump in her throat at his words. Gods, to have her soul devoured! Her whole world shook when she considered the prospect. How could anyone support and worship such a beast? They were forsaking an afterlife. Dakar wanted only to make the world His “farm.” They would be nothing more than Dakar’s harvest. And He would feast on the souls of His devotees with the same relish as the souls of enemies.
            A loud burst of shouts and curses interrupted her reverie. She had no right to worry about her own soul, while Tane’s soul was in much greater danger. He had always been there for her. Now it was her turn to save him.
            “I’m ready to go,” she said.
            “Good,” Nizar said, turning to lead the way out.
            Jessy gathered up their gear, draping bridles and saddle blankets over her shoulders and arms while casting a scowl at Nizar’s retreating back. The priest was worse than a highborn lady at expecting “lesser” persons to do everything for him. Then under the weight of saddles and tack for two mounts she staggered after Nizar.
            She found Nizar waiting impatiently beside his horse when she arrived. Annoyed, he accepted his mount’s saddle and tack. They quickly had the horses ready and mounted up. The milling zombies silently opened a path for them, so Jessy soon found herself alone with Nizar and surrounded by thick, dark forest.
            “What a relief,” she said, taking a deep breath. “I didn’t realize how stressful being in that camp was until now.”
            Nizar glowered at her a moment, then glanced around with distaste.
            “I’d rather face Dakar’s mindless minions than the men and women riding with Tane,” he said. “They are free-minded mercenaries who have turned to evil, and are capable of anything. Prepare yourself, Jessy.”
            She nodded and turned to study the road ahead. The snow and ice had been churned into muddy slush by countless horses. Between them and Tane were an unknown number of Dakar’s mercenaries hounding her cousin southward. If what Nizar said was true, then Tane wasn’t in any immediate danger. Tane himself was the danger, to both Arisen and the world.
            A sudden flood of dreadful memories assaulted her. Memories of her short time as an enchanted slave of Dakar, a time of cold and hunger, fire and death. She couldn’t allow that to happen to the entire world. Tane had to be stopped, no matter what.
            Nizar reined up. Jessy stopped beside him, following his line of sight to the point where most of the tracks veered off the road and into the forest.
            “They escaped again,” Nizar said.
            When he started to follow, Jessy held up her hand.
            “You’ve tried that already, and failed miserably,” she said. “This is the closest we’ve gotten to them, and that was by forsaking their trail and striking out for the camp we knew was ahead of them. You said you know where they are headed, so why not stay on the road and try to get ahead of them again?”
            Nizar considered a moment, then nodded.
            “Sound advice, Jessy,” he said. “They won’t expect us to come at them from the south.”
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            Tane sat, back against a thick pine and a wineskin resting in his lap. It was still early afternoon, but they had ridden all the previous night and all that day, with barely any rest stops. 
            Tane smiled at the thought of “riding” all day and night. Before this, when he heard horsemen discuss riding all day he thought they literally were riding the whole time. In truth, he spent most of his time walking, leading the horse. Horses couldn’t endure nonstop riding. They needed relief, and that involved walking for Tane and his friends.
            Once their camp was set up, and Quinn posted on guard, Raven began teaching Joelle her many massage secrets using Tane and Armin as the subjects. Once he was taken care of, Raven tossed him a wineskin before she and Joelle started on Armin.
            “You should see the look on your face, Armin,” Tane said. It was the Vikon’s first massage. Both pleasure and shock was present in Armin’s expression. “I know how you feel. But wait until they’re finished, for its true benefit becomes obvious then.”
            Joelle slanted a look at Tane, “You sound too relaxed. How much of that wine did you drink?”
            “Not enough,” Tane said, setting it aside. “But until we finish our task, I’ll not drink to excess.”
            Standing, he turned his attention to their horses. All were huddled at the edge of camp, their saddles and tack set off to the side. They had already decided to stay through the night, so the horses had to be fed now that they were cooled down.
            “I’ll tend the horses if Armin will relieve Quinn after his massage,” Tane said.
            “I’ll help you,” Raven said, starting to rise.
            “No, you tend to Quinn,” Tane said. “I need some time alone, and might as well make myself useful while I’m at it.”
            “Alone?” Raven said. “Gods, that’s the last thing I ever want.”
            “You are a people person, Raven,” Tane said. “I need time alone to think. Crowds and tight quarters stress me out.”
            Raven glanced around. “What crowds? What tight quarters?”
            Tane chuckled as he retrieved the single horse grooming kit they shared. “I know. It’s all in my head, but I’m feeling trapped, hemmed in. Just give me some time to myself.”
            “Fine,” she said, casting a speculative look Quinn’s way. “I think I need some privacy, too. I won’t need your help with Quinn, Joelle.”
            “No problem, Raven,” Joelle said with a big grin. “I can keep Armin company on guard.”
            “Thanks,” Raven said. Then, “Quinn. Your turn.”
            “Poor Quinn,” Armin said, standing.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 76
 
            Nizar silently thanked Dakar as he stopped his mount. The steady sleet had stopped. The wind was no more than an occasional whisper in the treetops, and he felt the biting cold easing, becoming almost bearable.
            Jessy stopped beside him and pulled off her helmet and leather hood to scratch at her head. Steam swirled up from her damp hair, bringing a scowl to Nizar’s face. The barbarian girl-child was hot! He was freezing in his woolen robes, turban, and veil, while she sweltered in thick leather and armor. After a moment of intent scratching, she suddenly shuttered violently and donned the hood and helmet.
            “Cold,” she said. “Can’t we keep moving? I’m fine as long as we’re moving.”
            “No,” he said, looking up. He wasn’t about to admit it, but he had reached the limit of his endurance. His father might be a sultan, but Nizar wasn’t raised in the saddle like his half-brothers. The thought of walking the horses for a day or two was becoming more and more appealing every minute. “We can’t wear out the horses before we really need them. Besides, I think we might have gotten too far in front of your cousin. We can afford to rest tonight.”
            “Sounds great.”
            A lone owl passed high overhead, his gray plumage almost lost in the dreary pre-dusk cloud-cover. Nizar reached out with his God-given powers to the owl. The bird was weary and half-starved, so offered no resistance when Nizar sought control. It was over in a heartbeat, with Nizar’s will controlling the owl’s every move.
            There had been two hawks earlier that surrendered their will to Nizar as they soared over the thick winter forest. Neither bird had been able to find any sign of Tane and his comrades. He was sure he and Jessy had ridden long and hard enough to get well ahead of Tane’s group, but couldn’t find them. Had they turned back? Or changed their direction? Could Tane Kyleson give up? Jessy didn’t think so. Neither did Nizar.
            “See anything?” Jessy asked, watching the owl disappear to the south.
            “Not yet,” Nizar said.
            “You want me to make a proper camp?” she said. “Or just a fire?”
            “Neither,” he said, grinning. “There seems to be an abandoned hut just a few minutes into the trees. I have the owl checking it out now.”
            It wasn’t easy, but he had taken control of enough birds to communicate what he wanted them to do. Nevertheless, the owl struggled to hover outside the open door of the hut. Using the owl’s senses, Nizar heard nothing, and saw even less within the hut. Nothing left but to send the bird inside. A moment later, the owl landed and went inside. What Nizar saw through the owl’s eyes looked decrepit and long abandoned, but the inside seemed dry. The wood-shingled roof was still intact.
            “We’ll stay the night in the hut,” Nizar said, sending the owl southward in search of Tane. Pointing, he said, “Lead me that way.”
            The command was a common enough occurrence that Jessy acted without thought, gently prying the reins from his hand and leading him off the narrow road. While in the mind of a bird, Nizar wasn’t able to control his mount. He could still see through his own eyes, but most of his attention had to be turned toward controlling the bird. A moment’s inattention and the owl would be free and beating a terrified retreat.
            “A little more to the right, Jessy,” Nizar said. “See the path? The hut is at the end of it.”
            As they approached the timber and wattle hut, the bird soared high, alone in the wintry sky. It wanted to return to the forest, to rest and eat. Nizar ignored its needs and desires. Ignoring the owl’s fatigue was more difficult, seeming to add to Nizar’s own personal fatigue.
            So immersed in keeping the owl high enough to see a wide area, and going south, Nizar never felt himself taken off the horse and led inside the hut. The first he knew of his rising comfort was the feel of heat seeping through his damp robes.
            “Ah...fire,” he muttered. “Good.”
            That was all he could get out. He didn’t have time to see Jessy’s reaction, for the owl took a dive for the forest when his control momentarily weakened. Eventually, the owl’s fatigue would grow strong enough that the bird would be able to cast off Nizar’s arcane control. He wanted to have all the area within a night’s riding distance scouted before that happened.
            By the time the sun set behind thick gray clouds, the owl was at its limit. Nizar knew it was over, and was about to release the bird, when a movement below caught his attention. Willing the owl to fly closer, Nizar watched as a cold camp slowly came into view. There were several people asleep under blankets...five horses...a lone sentry...
            “Tane!” Nizar cried, startling both Jessy and the owl.
            So overjoyed with locating Tane, Nizar lost mental control of the owl and found himself fully back in the hut. Disoriented, he looked around the unfamiliar interior. Jessy was out of her armor and had turned her padded leather gambeson inside out to dry by the fire.
            “Get dressed,” Nizar said, standing with a grin. “Tane is within striking distance, and his friends are all asleep. He’s ours for the taking.”
 
~**~**~
 
            It felt like he’d been on watch for days on end, but Tane knew it had only been an hour or more. The light sleet that was starting up again wasn’t helping any. The darkness, cold and inactivity all combined to sap his will. His body wanted nothing more than to curl up beneath a blanket and sleep for a week. But he had a few more hours on guard to go. Oh, Quinn wouldn’t begrudge him a few extra hours of sleep if Tane woke him, but he couldn’t do that to his friend.
            A rustling sound caught his attention. Holding his breath, Tane listened and waited. Long minutes passed, and no other sound came to him.
            “Now my ears are playing tricks on me,” he grumbled.
            He had quickly learned while on guard duty in the army that nightshadows were insidious. They delighted in scaring him. They would dance around in the scant light until he panicked and told someone. There were never any intruders to be found. Tane was intent not to make that mistake with his friends.
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            Jessy held her breath as she watched Tane. He looked poised to wake everyone. Nizar had promised her that she had no chance of surviving a fight with Tane’s companions. They were mercenaries and utterly without remorse or mercy.
            Looking back, she could barely make out the faint form of Ashtar’s priest. He was dark, brooding and all too frequently angry. Nizar didn’t seem the type man to serve Ashtar, but who was she to judge him? Ashtar Herself had chosen Nizar, as She chose Jessy, to stop Tane.
            Stop Tane. The thought still chilled her to the marrow. Nothing mattered but stopping Tane. None of their lives meant a thing, as long as Tane wasn’t allowed to finish his task. A fact Nizar had reminded her of before sending her out to lure her cousin away from the camp.
            If he balks, or tries to wake the others, Nizar had said. Then kill him.
            Oh, Nizar had promised that if it proved necessary to kill Tane, his soul at least would be safe from Dakar’s unholy appetite. And the priest promised the Arisen would not punish Tane for his unwitting assistance to Dakar. Nizar assured her that the Arisen understood how Tane came to be in Dakar’s service.
            Seeing Tane start moving about again, she allowed herself to breathe normally again. After several slow, deep breathes she felt up to approaching Tane. So, as careful as she had ever been, Jessy eased forward toward the dark camp.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 77
 
            Tane had just finished a complete circuit around the camp when he heard a rustling to the south. Easing closer, hand on hilt, he listened intently. He heard nothing. After a few moments he started to give it up again when a movement caught his eye.
            Hard as he tried, Tane couldn’t locate the movement again. Everything appeared perfectly normal. With his heart hammering in his ears, he couldn’t hear a herd of cattle if they rampaged through the camp, and the fact frustrated him to no end. Why couldn’t he have better control over his own body, his own fears and emotions? If he and his friends died here tonight, it would be due to his weakness.
            “Shhhh, Tane,” a familiar voice said in whisper. “It’s Jessy.”
            A dark figure stepped hesitantly from behind a tree just ten paces away. The helmet and hood were pulled off, and long white-blonde hair shown in the scant light.
            “Come with me, Tane,” she said. “I...”
            “Jessy! Is it really you?” Tane said.
            “Shhhhh. Quiet, Tane, we don’t...”
            “What? Tane?” Quinn’s groggy voice called.
            Tane turned to see Quinn struggling to his feet. The half-elf froze in place at the sight of Jessy, then kicked out at both Raven and the Vikon couple.
            “Up! Intruder!” Quinn bellowed, pulling his sword.
            “No!” Tane cried.
            Too late.
            Quinn charged with sword high. Raven and Armin were barely a step behind him. Tane heard Joelle’s voice rise up in a chant. With no time to think, Tane stepped in their way and held up his hands as he heard Jessy’s sword rasp out of its scabbard.
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            What do I do!
            Tane stood just paces away, his back to her. Another dozen paces behind him three warriors charged forward to kill her. She would leave Tane in their unholy hands if she ran away. The alternative was to kill Tane where he stood, obviously trying to save her life. 
            She knew what Ashtar wanted her to do. What Nizar wanted her to do.
            Forgive me.
            Jessy pulled her sword and stepped toward Tane’s vulnerable back as tears rolled down her face. Her only consolation was that his comrades would kill her within seconds of killing her beloved cousin. She and Tane would go before the Gods together, and she prayed he was able to forgive her.
            “Watch your back!” the first of Tane companions shouted.
            Jessy hesitated. She could not attack Tane face-to-face, much less kill him. The thought of looking into his face, his eyes, at the very moment he realized she had betrayed his love and trust stopped her dead in her tracts. And that was long enough.
            An instant later, three warriors passed Tane and bore down upon her. Instinct took over.
            Jessy lashed out at the first man, her blade striking his and sliding off. A quick twist of her wrist and her sword point drove toward his belly. The point hit hard, driven by both his charge and her fear. She felt resistance, then the blade slipped before piercing the armor.
            A howl of pain and rage tore the night air, striking fear into the depths of Jessy’s soul. Like a trapped animal she lashed out at the other two warriors. The woman cursed, then growled a threat while the man cried out a battle cry.
            Jessy threw her helmet into the man’s face, and then slashed at the woman’s legs. Her tactics broke up their attack. The woman jumped aside as the man stumbled past her. But he wasn’t entirely disoriented, for he managed to cut at her back. Her chain mail turned aside his attack, but brought home the deadly danger of her position.
            “Stop!” Tane shouted, with far more authority than Jessy would’ve guessed he possessed.
            At that moment a tortured screech sounded above them and the night sky lit up. Jessy was surprised to see a rainbow of bright light arching over the battle site from the upraised hands of the armed and armored woman, dressed in the robes of a priestess of Dakar.
            Everyone paused for a split second in the arcane light. She was startled to see that everyone wore the black and gray of Dakar, including Tane. Then Jessy found herself staring into the angry green eyes of a tall woman, sword in hand. The two male warriors were both on their feet again, so Jessy bolted into a dark patch of brambles.
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            “Stop it! Stop it now!” Tane commanded. “She’s my cousin, you fools.”
            When Raven and Armin broke off their pursuit at his words, Tane took a deep breath and shouted, “Jessy! Come back! No one will hurt you!”
            “No!” Raven said.
            “What? She’s my cousin,” Tane insisted.
            “Why was she wearing the black and gray of Dakar’s mercenaries?” Quinn said.
            Tane paused. He didn’t recall what she wore. It could’ve been black and gray. But, no, not Jessy. He knew her. He knew how she thought, and what she believed in. Jessy would never serve Dakar. She would rather die.
            “You’re mistaken,” Tane said.
            “No I’m not,” Quinn said as he slowly sat down.
            “You’re wounded!” Tane said, stepping to his friend’s side. Then, “It’s not Jessy’s fault. You were attacking her. She was only defending herself.”
            “How bad is it?” Raven asked as she joined them.
            “Joelle!” Armin called. “Quinn’s hurt. Hurry.”
            The light vanished, plunging them all into blackest night. A moment later Joelle knelt beside Quinn.
            “Tane, help me get his armor off,” Joelle said. “Armin, you and Raven take guard.”
            “No, I’ll help you,” Raven said, eyes bright as she looked at Quinn’s bleeding wound. “You might need some of my life energies.”
            Looking at Raven, Tane knew she’d never leave Quinn’s side. He stayed Joelle’s objection, and left Quinn to the women’s care. His eyes immediately went to the last place Jessy was seen.
            “No,” Armin said, intercepting him halfway to the brambles. “It’s a trick.”
            “It’s my cousin Jessy.”
            “Really?” Armin asked. “Tell me, Tane, what are the chances that your cousin would just so happen to find you in the middle of nowhere? In the middle of the night? And wearing Dakar’s colors?”
            “Stranger things have happened,” he said.
            Still, Armin had a point. Why was she there? How did she know to look for him? Or, did she just stumble upon him?
            “Don’t you think it strange that she’s wearing the uniform of the people trying to stop us?” Armin continued. “And why would your cousin be so deep inside Dakar’s conquered territory? Think, Tane. Magic. That could’ve been one of Dakar’s mercenaries bespelled to look like your cousin, or even a priestess.”
            That horrifying thought registered. By the Gods, why hadn’t he thought of that! Since joining the army, all he’s seen was battling Gods, wizards, and priests. Magic was their favorite weapon. He had already been bespelled once, and Dakar’s priest even turned him into a zombie once. Surely that most evil God could’ve riffled through his mind and learned all of his memories and secrets. Dakar could very easily know all about his family, enough to trick him.
            “I wouldn’t be surprised if that wasn’t Nizar,” Amin said, scowling at the dark forest around them.
            “Maybe you’re right,” he admitted. The admission sucked the life out of him. Until Jessy showed up, he didn’t realize how much he needed to know his family was alive and well. “But why would Dakar dress her in His uniform?”
            The both frowned in the dark, considering that strange occurrence.
            “Good question. But in the future, if you see or meet anyone you know and trust, let the rest of us deal with them first,” Armin said. “I promise we’ll be careful in the future. I for one would hate to kill someone you cared for.”
            “Thank you, Armin. I’ll try, but...”
            “But it’s hard. I know. If I was in your situation and Joelle suddenly came to me in the middle of the night, in the middle of nowhere, I’d have done the same thing. No thought of the danger, either.”
            “Thanks again,” Tane said. “You’re a better friend than I deserve. All of you are.”
            “No such thing, Tane,” Armin said with a chuckle as he threw a friendly arm around his shoulders. “We all end up with the friends we deserve.”
            “Like Raven?” Tane said, grinning evilly.
            “Oh, I’ll have to think about that,” he said, grinning. “She can be so annoying at times.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 78
 
            “Looks deserted,” Raven said, standing up in her stirrups. Caeren lay before them, a dark maze surrounded by snow-covered fields on three sides and dark forest on the other. But from the center of the city a great maelstrom of crimson-hued clouds roared up and out, swirling above them and making Tane dizzy whenever he glanced up. “Maybe this’ll be easier than we thought.”
            Tane slanted a sharp look her way, but Raven wasn’t paying him any heed. Surely she wasn’t serious. That was the most dreadful sight he had ever seen, even worse than Dakar’s legions of mindless slaves. It was a sight straight from the Abyss.
            “No, the city is teeming with life,” Joelle said, eyes closed and arms extended.
            “Couldn’t tell by the look of it,” Quinn said. “I’ve seen livelier ghost towns.”
            That fact alone gave Tane hope. If men and women could live within the city, then they had a chance.
            “Maybe Dakar commands all lights be out by a certain hour,” Tane said. “The citizens could’ve rebelled and a curfew was set.”
            “Could be anything,” Raven said, settling back into her saddle with a satisfied look. “Only way to find out is by going down and asking someone. I’m ready.”
            Quinn and Armin gave her surprised looks. Joelle turned to regard Tane. A heartbeat later, Raven turned to Tane as well – waiting.
            “Not yet,” Tane said, wondering if all Tyrians were as reckless as Raven, and if they were, how they ever conquered so much territory. “Arriving at this late hour will make us stand out. We’ll go in tomorrow morning.”
            “I’m sure they have patrols coming and going at all hours,” Raven said. “The best disguise is confidence. Act like you belong, and ninety-nine out of a hundred men will accept you at face value.”
            “And that lone doubter is the one who gets you killed,” Armin said, voicing Tane’s own thoughts. “The way our luck has been running, I’m for sneaking into the place unobserved.”
            “Now that’s an idea,” Raven said. “Think about it. What are the chances we can sneak in close and climb the walls of a well-patrolled city without being discovered? It’ll be glorious!”
            “If Raven thinks it a great idea, then I have to object,” Quinn said. “There has to be something wrong with it.”
            Tane jumped in before Raven could respond. Their usual banter proved unusually irritating now that he was so close to the end, and that damnable, ceaseless thunder. Was Kamain pushing him to hurry up and end it? Or was it just plain nerves?
            “We’ll wait for daylight,” Tane said. Raven opened her mouth to object, so he continued, “I think you’re correct, Raven, in that they will be used to having patrols coming and going at all hours. But we’ll wait until morning because I don’t want to do anything to raise suspicions when we enter. An unexpected patrol in the middle of the night is something even zombies would take note of, or remember later if questioned.”
             “Sound enough reasoning for me,” Quinn said, looking satisfied.
            “We’ll never go down in legend by skulking around like a bunch of common thieves,” Raven grumbled. “You people don’t have any style.”
            “Maybe not, but we’ll all outlive you,” Armin said.
            “No,” Joelle said. “Raven’s sort is the type to live long lives. It’s everyone around them that dies young.”
            “Then thank the Sweet Mother I’m already an old man,” Quinn said, chuckling.
            Raven turned a smug face on the half-elf. “That’s not what you said last night.”
            “Kamain, save me from all this racket!” Tane glared at them. Heads snapped his way, dumbstruck. “Come, we’ll find a good place to camp the rest of the night. Raven, since you’re so full of spunk, you have first watch.”
            With that Tane dismounted and led his horse in search of a campsite. The others watched him go, mouths agape. They shared a look, shrugged, and followed.
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            Jessy carefully kept her features calm as they approached the night-shrouded gate. The gate guards stood all wrapped tight in thick woolen cloaks against the bitter cold. The men posted to guard the entrance into Caeren were some of the most wary she had seen so far. She was certain the mercenaries would see through their disguises and they would die, and all the hopes of humanity with them.
            That big, scary maelstrom rising out of the city didn’t help. It emitted a low, ominous rumble, which occasionally rose up to a thunder. Jessy did her best to keep her eyes down on the road, and far away from that huge display of pure evil in the world.
            A sudden narrowing of eyes in the nearest guard alarmed her, sending her heart to racing. Two men stepped out to block their path as the others threatened them with spears.
            “We’re found out,” she whispered to Nizar.
            “Nonsense,” the priest said just as quietly, and blew into first one of his clenched fists, then the other. Jessy silently screamed her frustration. The man was just too confident, and would be the death of them. His primary concern, and complaint, was the cold. “They’ll let us pass. Trust me. Trust in Ashtar.”
            Before she could respond, Nizar spread both hands wide, gaining all the mercenary guards’ attention. With them focused on him, he drew an elaborate sign in the air and spoke a quick jumble of foreign words. Jessy noted how all the men relaxed and stopped threatening them with their weapons.
            “What did you say to them?” she whispered.
            “Nothing,” Nizar whispered. “That was a magic spell, which made them accept any pass sign I drew.”
            The best armed and armored of the men gave a signal and the huge portcullis deep within the city gate began a slow, groaning rise.
            “You’ve never done that before,” she said. “Why resort to magic now? Don’t you fear Dakar will sense your use of Arisen magic?”
            The ignorance of peasants usually amused him. Priests did not wield magic. They prayed for divine intervention. Much more powerful. But to the ignorant masses it all looked like magic. Besides, he had actually explained the difference to her before, but typically her mind was not able to wrap itself around the concepts.
            “I felt it was necessary this time to resort to magic. Dakar is so far from this place I doubt he would notice any magic being cast, if he can even detect it. Since it is Arisen magic, then I doubt he can sense it,” Nizar said. He preceded her through the open gate. “Rest easy, Jessy. I used the weakest, quickest spell I knew. I’m confident we’re safe from Dakar’s scrutiny.”
            They found an empty plaza inside the gate. The faint aroma of cooking pork came to her on the wind. They headed for an inn as the tortured groans of the closing gate were drowned out by the maelstrom.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 79
 
            With a full belly and warm, dry clothes, Nizar found his attitude noticeably improved. He was in Caeren, the ultimate destination of Tane Kyleson. And it looked like he beat the little troublemaker there. But Nizar knew he had to act fast to take advantage of his good fortune.
            Jessy was the problem of the moment.
            She sat opposite him, even more full, warm, and content than himself at the moment. Dakar was answering his prayers, for her eyelids were heavy. He didn’t expect her to remain awake much longer.
            Jessy yawned and stretched, displaying a total lack of proper shame. It was bad enough she refused to wear a veil, but did the vile harlot have to open her mouth like that! He could see her entire tongue, all wet and pink. And she did it in public!
            Barbarians!
            Nizar shuddered as he averted his eyes, and tried to keep the distaste off his face.
            “You look exhausted,” Nizar said, trying to sound fatherly to the disgusting little creature.
            “I’m fine,” she said, but her heavy, bloodshot eyes betrayed her. Her cheeks and ears (which she should’ve had hidden behind thick veils) were still pink from the cold. “What’ll we do next?”
            He smiled indulgently. She was so eager to murder her cousin. Nizar could hardly wait until the deed was done, so he could reveal the truth to her. Afterwards, she would make a fine sacrifice to Dakar.
            Frowning, he realized he was daydreaming again. Daydreaming of cutting out Tane Kyleson’s heart. He wanted the swordsmith dead, but Dakar wanted him alive. With all his heart, Nizar hoped Tane proved stubborn and had to be killed. But if it was within his power, Dakar would get His Gifted swordsmith back alive.
            But I’ll force the dog to watch as I sacrifice his cousin and friends upon Dakar’s altar, he thought. He’ll pay for escaping from me and ruining my chances of becoming High Priest.
            The memory of Tane’s escape still haunted him, day and night. He had been reduced to groveling before Dakar. Groveling! And he was sure that High Priest Mogens would’ve chosen death over such humiliation, and that Dakar knew and respected Mogens for it.
            No matter how this ends, I’ll never be a High Priest, he thought. Bile burned in his throat. And it’s all Tane Kyleson’s fault.
            Jessy caught his attention again, saying, “Should we go look for Tane? He might be in another inn.”
            “No,” he said. “Tomorrow will be soon enough. I’m sure we beat him here, anyway.”
            She hesitated. The tip of her tongue slipped out and wet her lips, then her eyes dropped to the left as she bit her lip. He had learned this meant she was troubled and had thoughts she needed to tell him in their short time together. It was all very disgusting and irritating.
            The things I endure for my God, he thought.
            Other than refusing to cover her naked face, her questions were what annoyed Nizar the most. She was constantly asking questions, and then questioning his answers. That was inappropriate behavior from a commoner, much less from a woman. Obviously, she had been a problem child. Her parents must’ve been filled with shame.
            “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s in the city right now,” Jessy said. “Tane is resourceful, and he can be quite tenacious at times.”
            Normally, he would've thought the same thing. But Caeren was Dakar's city. He ruled it absolutely. Every living soul within the walls of Caeren was accounted for, and everyone in the city knew to look at each face they encountered. If Tane or any of his troublesome troupe managed to enter the city they would quickly be identified and captured. Unfortunately, in his ruse as a Priest of Ashtar, he couldn't possibly know that, so could not tell Jessy.
            “Tane has been, and will continue to be, careful,” Nizar said. “His caution is to our advantage.”
            “He didn’t seem too cautious when he passed straight through that army two weeks back,” she said, eyes flashing with pride. “Granted, they were ordered to let him escape, but he doesn’t know that. That was the gutsiest thing I’ve ever seen.”
            He hoped she didn't see his grimace. He had told her Tane was allowed to pass by Dakar's influence. He knew the truth. No one within Dakar's priesthood and military host was pleased by their success. Dakar was furious.
            “You will have to display the same degree of ‘gutsiness’ if we are to stop him, too,” Nizar said, pleased with the way her face fell at his words. “Remember, you have no choice but to strike him down the instant he shows any sign of not believing you. Do not give him or his cohorts a chance to escape, or the world as we know it is doomed.”
            “I know what is expected of me.” She dropped her eyes and gnawed on her lip again, then sighed. “I don’t need you constantly reminding me of it.”
            “But you do, Jessy. Your slightest hesitation could condemn the world,” Nizar said. “Tane may or may not understand who he is serving, but he has to be stopped at all costs. If you don’t agree, or believe you are unable to carry out your duties, tell me now. I’ll understand.”
            For a moment he feared she would back out. Jessy looked as distressed as he had ever seen her. She wrung her hands and chewed her lip, downcast eyes glazed and lost in her own mind. When she spoke, he could barely hear her words.
            “I can do it,” she said, then looked up with teary eyes. “But I will surely die afterwards. I don’t think I’ll be able to live with myself if I have to kill him.”
            “Fear not, my child. Ashtar will be there for you,” Nizar said. “Now, go upstairs and get some rest. Tomorrow will be time enough to worry about the future.”
            Nodding, Jessy did as he bid. He watched her go, wondering if she was strong enough to see the deed through. But the sight of her would be enough to make the swordsmith hesitate. That's all he really needed from her.
            Either way, Nizar knew he was more than strong enough to stop Tane Kyleson and his comrades. The threat to Dakar would be put to rest, one way or another.
            Rising, “Innkeep!”
            The man hurried over, all but groveling. He was short and skinny, with the stench of stale wine and unwashed flesh about him. Nizar had to fight the urge to hold his breath.
            “Yes, Your Grace?”
            “I have duties to attend to,” Nizar said, giving the innkeep a threatening look. He didn’t trust the free-minded denizens of the conquered lands. “See to it the girl is not disturbed. And if she should ask about me, tell her I’ll return shortly.”
            “As Your Grace wishes.”
            Satisfied, Nizar departed and headed back to the city gate. He had a trap to set. The swordsmith would not be given a single opportunity to escape him again.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 80
 
            The freezing cold woke Tane in the middle of Quinn’s watch, an ominous rumble filling the night. He found Raven snuggled up close, feeling so warm and comforting. Then Tane realized he had an arm around her, with his hand holding a breast. 
            Tane froze, unable to breathe and wide awake.
            They remained fully dressed, except for their boots. Raven’s head rested on his shoulder, forehead pressed against his cheek. She had an arm and leg thrown across him. His blood began to pound, and things stirred.
            Tane felt his face heat up when he made to move his hand off her breast, and squeezed first. Why did he do that? He froze again, focused on her. Raven made a tiny sound, ground against him, and tightened her hold. She didn’t wake up.
            So he slowly, carefully shifted his hand to her waist. And then he gently eased out from under Raven, but her eyes popped open. She gave him a groggy, annoyed look. Tane could only shrug, for he was wide awake now and couldn’t just lay there as much as he might want to. When she realized that he was getting up, she scooted over and pressed herself against Armin. Tane grinned, wondering how the Vikon would react when he found himself pressed between his wife and Raven. 
            Lucky, I suspect, he thought.
            After putting on his boots, Tane pulled on the icy cold hauberk before buckling on his sword and going in search of Quinn. It took him a moment to locate the half-elf. Quinn was a master at blending into the night forest. Tane would’ve never found him if Quinn hadn’t signaled to him.
            “There’s still another hour until dawn,” Quinn said as Tane joined him. He was sitting in heavy brush, with a view of the city below. “You, above all of us, need your sleep. We only have to get you there, while your job begins once you arrive.”
            Tane leaned against a pine and stared at the city. Their camp lay about three-quarters up a hill, with Caeren sprawled atop another hill. The terrain between them and the city remained heavily wooded. It looked rough, with a stream meandering about. The land south and east of the city looked relatively flat, so they had cleared it for farming. Even to the north, Tane had noticed farming villages within a day or two of the city.
            Caeren had massive stone walls, with round towers. All white-washed. But that glowing, angry maelstrom rising up out of the city held his attention. The clouds above glowed like hot embers, swirling around and above the city, making Tane dizzy as he watched with dreadful awe.
            “I’m too scared to sleep,” he said. They stared at the maelstrom a moment. “It looks ten times worse in the dark.”
            “I agree,” Quinn said. He suddenly cocked his head, staring off into the surrounding shadows. “Horsemen coming down the road.”
            A few moments later a platoon-sized element of heavy cavalry came into view on the road to their lower right. They made straight for Caeren, and were admitted with only a brief delay.
            “They’ve been coming and going all night,” Quinn said. “Mostly coming. That was one of the smaller units.”
            Tane nodded, then turned his gaze back on Caeren. The shudder that coursed through him had nothing to do with the biting cold. The tornado-like eruption of crimson clouds from the city’s center terrified him like nothing else. Just the sight of it tore at his resolve. That evil maelstrom came from Dakar’s unholy Realm.
            “The entrance is at the base of that whirlwind,” Tane said. “We’ll have to seal the portal that..." he waved angrily at the maelstrom, "…that is coming up from.”
            Quinn sounded as grim as Tane felt. “I figured as much.”
            As Tane stared at the city, it felt like he fell into a daze. A trail lit up before him.
            “What was that?” Tane asked.
            Quinn was instantly on one knee, looking all around for a threat. 
            Tane pointed to a spot about twenty paces below them. All he saw now was dark forest. Quinn regarded it a moment.
            “The game trail? What about it?”
            Squinting his eyes, Tane tried to find the trail. Quinn could see it. And he saw it start to glow a moment earlier. As he stared, the trail brightened up again, while the surrounding forest remained dark.
            “Do you see that?” he whispered, trying his best to remain calm. “The trail is glowing silvery like moonlight.”
            “Not that I can see,” the half-elf whispered, giving him an odd look. “Is Kamain trying to guide you?”
            Tane’s breath caught. Quinn’s word struck bone. There could be no other explanation, because he found himself drawn toward that trail. He needed to follow it more than anything else. And then a vision filled his head, of a rocky, mossy hillside. The rocks parted to reveal a doorway into the hill.
            “We have to go under the city,” he whispered. “Not into the city, but under. Follow me.”
            “What about the horses?”
            “Leave them,” he said. “Follow me.”
            Quinn rushed to wake the others while Tane headed for the glowing trail. He plunged into the dark forest, guided by the now faintly glowing trail. Everything else stayed in darkness. 
            The others caught up a few minutes later. He sensed more than a little anger and confusion. It couldn’t be helped. Tane felt the pull of his destination more and more as he went. Desperation began to fill him as well. 
            “Where are we going?” Armin whispered.
            “Under the city,” Tane said.
            “Yes. Quinn told us that, but how are we going to get there?” he asked. “And what exactly is under the city?”
            Tane stopped. He only had the vaguest idea of what awaited them. Answers were not forthcoming from the Gods. So he pointed up at the maelstrom looming over everything.
            “We’re going to stop that.” He started walking again, still heading downhill. “That is the source of Dakar’s power.”
            He knew that wasn’t exactly true. But it was close enough. Tane didn’t know much, but he knew he had to stop the maelstrom, and that would stop Dakar. 
            Seal. Seal something, he thought, getting a vision of a round well-like structure in the ground, with the maelstrom swirling up out of it. Seal it and save the world.
            Kamain still didn’t tell him how to seal the portal. He just had to trust his god would do it. Tane did know it would involve making swords. Swords of Power. Dakar and Nizar told him that, and Kamain didn’t correct him. No one had told him what to do with the Sword of Power once made.
            Must trust the Gods.
            A creek blocked their way at the bottom of the hill. It proved too wide to leap over, so they waded across. The cold water sucked the strength out of his legs, but he pushed onward. They emerged wet from the waist down. Well, the water reached higher on Joelle and Raven.
            If anything, his soaked trousers felt even colder in the open air. Didn’t matter. Tane clenched his teeth and continued up the trail.
            “Slow down,” Quinn whispered about a third of the way back up the hill. “I hear voices and the sound of work ahead.”
            The city walls loomed above them. Tane found the hill a lot steeper on that side of the stream. He had to slow anyway. And a few minutes later, he heard the sound of men working. It sounded like they were digging with picks.
            “Wait here,” Quinn said, slipping past Tane.
            They came to a stop, huffing and puffing. The struggle up the side of the hill had taken his breath, but had also warmed him up. Raven even fluffed her shirt to cool down a little. Joelle took the opportunity to sit.
            “I’m sorry,” he whispered. Looking upward, “I feel pulled toward something. I can’t stop.”
            He took a step, but Armin moved up quickly and stopped him with a hand on the shoulder. Tane felt anger flare, but stopped himself from lashing out. Why did that make him so mad? Was it the stress? Or was it from Kamain?
            Quinn appeared before him, without a sound to warn him. 
            “There are mercenaries above us. They are supervising zombies,” he said.
            “Doing what?”
            “Digging into the side of the hill,” he said. “They’ve already exposed most of a stone arch. A doorway into the hillside.”
            “How are we supposed to get past them?” Joelle asked. “How many soldiers, Quinn?”
            “I counted twenty,” he said. “And probably a hundred zombies all totaled.”
            “Doesn’t matter,” Tane said. “That is not the entry point we want.”
            “How do you know that?” Quinn asked.
            Tane shrugged. “I don’t know. I just do.” He pointed up, and then to their left. “The trail goes up a little more, and then veers to the left.”
            He pointed to an outcrop of stone that looked like a tower in the dim light. 
            “We’ll enter under that.”
            While they processed that revelation, Tane stepped past Quinn and continued upward. The glowing trail turned left short of the working men, but close enough to clearly hear men speaking. 
            The trail hugged the side of the steep hill, winding under the city walls high above. They followed it in grim silence, the only sound their panting breaths. The trail angled up a little, bringing them to a dead end halfway up the hill.
            “Oh rot,” Raven said. “Nothing but a tumble of rock. I think the entry collapsed.”
            The others nodded. Tane saw a vision of what should be there. The rocks piled against it looked transparent for a moment. 
            “Help me move the rocks,” he said. “It’s not as bad as it looks. We’re almost there.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 81
 
            “What?”
            Nizar sat up on bed and looked around. No one threatened him. He remained alone. So he held his breath and listened for any threat. All he heard was the natural creak and groan of the building, and the rumble of the maelstrom in the background.
            It’s the maelstrom, he thought. It’s become louder.
            From what he’d learned since arriving, the maelstrom tended to indicate Dakar’s state of mind. As His anger grew, so did the fury and thunder of the maelstrom. So Nizar closed his eyes and centered himself, connecting to his God. 
            A grimace spread across his face. Dakar felt angry. Frustrated.
            Rumor in the city said the elves and dwarves had joined the war, standing shoulder to shoulder with the humans of the Jarlands. Even the Bakasaer stood against Dakar’s forces. That surprised Nizar, since he thought the goblins and other aberrations of nature inhabiting that dark land would welcome Dakar.
            Maybe it’s not going so well.
            Nizar could imagine any force on the planet stopping Dakar’s ever growing host. They might kill a lot of zombies, but every captive became a zombie to replace them. So far, Dakar’s host had captured twice as many as they lost. And Nizar thought of that as winning.
            The sound of clanking pots and pans came from the ground floor. The innkeep and his family had risen and started their day. Soon, a hot fire and warm food would be had downstairs.
            Standing up, Nizar hugged himself and rubbed his arm. How could it be so cold inside? The inn did not have a room with a fireplace, and he would not sleep in the common room like a poor traveler. 
            Going to the shuttered window, Nizar opened it and looked toward the east. Even through the heavy cloud cover, he noticed the light of approaching dawn. So the priest began to dress. Might as well go down to the much warmer common room and break his fast.
            Still, as enticing at that sounded, Nizar couldn’t shake a slowly growing feeling of foreboding. His mind returned to Tane Kyleson and friends. His hands curled into fists, while he ground his teeth.
            He glanced at the window. Tane was out there somewhere, heading straight into his trap. And once he had the swordsmith in his power again, Nizar would force him to do his bidding, or sacrifice him and all he loves upon the altar.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 82
 
            The rockslide consisted of stones of all sizes. Neither Tane nor any of his friends had ever cleared a rockslide. They discussed the best way to tackle the problem, deciding starting at the top would be safest. So Tane and Quinn scrambled up on top first, and started rolling rocks off.
            Everyone else stood out of the way and watched until time to swap out. While Tane and Quinn rested, Armin, Joelle, and Raven worked on the rock pile. Working in shifts, they dug down and exposed the top half of a bronze door by dawn.
            “Does it open inward or out?” Tane asked.
            Armin got down and studied it a moment. “It swings inward.”
            Tane opened his mouth to ask how much further down to the door handle, when his head became cold, and then a starburst of warmth filled his mind with a symbol. He knew it as a Rune of Power without ever having seen it before. The name of the rune didn’t come to mind, but he knew what it would do.
            “It’s held closed by magic,” Tane said. “Move out of the way, Armin. I can open it.”
            As Armin moved out of the small depression before the door, Tane climbed up on all fours. Rocks shifted under his weight. The rock pile had become more and more unstable as they worked. Joelle and Raven shifted over when he reached the top of the remaining pile.
            Sliding down on his butt to study the door, Tane knocked on it. The door was thick and heavy. How many untold centuries had it held back that rockslide? And yes, he could open it. He glanced up to the Heavens.
            Guided by Kamain’s Hand.
            “I need blood. God’s blood,” he said, looking back to Joelle and Raven. “Will either of you volunteer?”
            “Volunteer for what? Sacrifice?” Raven asked. 
            “No. I just need enough of your blood to draw a rune on the door.” He looked at Joelle. “I was hoping Joelle would volunteer, since she can heal herself afterwards.”
            “My wife is not here for…”
            “Shhh, Armin,” Joelle said, touching his arm. “It’s fine.” She moved down beside Tane. “I’ll do it. How much do you need?”
            Tane glanced at Armin, who glowered back. 
            “I just need enough to draw a rune. Maybe a palmful.”
            The witch nodded, pulled her belt knife, and sliced into her left palm. Dark red blood welled up inside her cupped hand, filling her palm as he watched. Joelle muttered a spell the whole time, looking tense, but then relaxed.
            “I hope that’s enough,” she said. 
            “More than enough. Thank you,” Tane said, dipping two fingers into the hot blood.  
            He quickly painted the Rune of Power upon the bronze door, while quietly chanting the prayer that came to him in a rush. Being a swordsmith mean a need for a certain amount of artistic ability. Yet, it felt like another was guiding his hand as he drew the sacred rune. 
            The door popped loudly the second his prayer ended, swung open under the weight of the rocks, and caused a mini avalanche inside. Tane and Joelle cried out as they were borne down atop that wave of stones.
            “Joelle! Are you hurt?” Armin cried.
            “I’m fine,” she grumbled.
            “So am I,” Tane said. “Thanks for asking.”
            Joelle did a double-take, and grinned. He heard Raven’s amused snort above. Armin rushed down to his wife, knocking Tane to the side. Raven and Quinn quickly joined them.
            “Looks dark,” Raven said. “We should go up to the city first, and steal some light crystals.”
            “Steal?” Armin asked. “Why is your first thought thievery? Why can’t we buy light crystals?”
            “For one, they are expensive,” Raven said. “And two, how much money do you have? That priest stole all of my coin. Didn’t he take yours, too? Yes. There you go. Vindication.”
            Tane looked at Raven, then Quinn. “I’ll never understand how her mind works, but I think she’s right. But, we cannot go up into the city. It would be death.”
            “You don’t know that,” Raven said.
            “I do,” he said, and everyone stared at him. He turned to Joelle. “Can you provide light for us with your magic again?”
            “Yes,” she said, and then her eyes glazed over for a moment. “I have a spell that’ll be more helpful.”
            The witch closed her eyes and started chanting under her breath. Tane watched her, a little uneasy. Since leaving home he’d experience more magic use than all his life growing up. Not all of it good. 
            Joelle’s ice blue eyes popped open – glowing. She reached down and touched her sword belt’s buckle, and it began to glow brightly. Then she touched Armin’s buckle, and Tane’s. As their buckles grew brighter and brighter, she turned to Quinn and Raven. Soon all five of them had sources of light.
            “Is there a way to stop it if we need to?” Raven asked.
            “Yes. As soon as you unbuckle the belt, the light will die. Or you can pull the buckle away from your body to stop it. It will not come back on afterwards until I recast the spell.”
            “The spell is fueled by your life energy,” Armin said. “So it needs to be in contact with you at all times.”
            “Two finger-widths from your body will kill the spell,” Joelle said. 
            “Thank you, Joelle,” Tane said. “Follow me.”
            Tane led the way down the narrow corridor. The width wasn’t the issue, though. Tane, Armin, and Quinn all had to stoop over. Joelle and Raven could walk upright, but the ceiling hung close above.
            “This must be an escape tunnel of some sort,” Quinn said. “I wouldn’t be surprised if it leads to the king’s palace.”
            “No,” Tane said. “That doesn’t sound right. Besides, the tunnel is angling downward.”
            At some points, it spiraled down pretty steeply. And it proved long. Dreadfully long. After a while, Tane felt the walls pressing in all around. He’d never been in such a tight place for so long. His friends became subdued, even Raven.
             “Thank the Gods!” Tane cried when they emerged into a cavernous chamber. 
            Everyone stopped to look around in awe.
            “Dwarves,” Quinn said. “No one builds in stone like the dwarves.”
            The light barely reached the soaring ceiling, but Tane made out some stonework he’d never seen before. The ceiling looked like domes atop domes all the way up to a golden peak. More impressive, was the sheer vastness of the chamber. He didn’t see a single column holding up the ceiling. How did the dwarven architects deal with such a wide span? Or was it a natural cavern that they dressed up with carvings to make it look like they built it? 
            “You could put four Grand Temples in here, with room to spare,” Raven whispered.
            Tane noticed murals painted on the ceilings, but they were faded with age, or soot. He couldn’t make out what they depicted. 
            Boom. Boom. Boom, echoed through the chamber.
            “That was that?” Armin cried. “We’re not alone in here.”
            Tane’s shoulders tightened, heart racing. Then he saw Raven roll her eyes.
            “Grow a spine,” she said. “And use your head. We passed those zombies digging out an entrance. That’s probably them pounding on the door, trying to break inside.”
            His breath caught. More runes came to mind, and how to use them.
            “We have to stop them,” Tane said, turning toward the source of the sound. “I need time to complete my task.”
            “And what task is that?” Armin asked.
            “Make a Rune Sword, a Sword of Power,” he said. Everyone stopped to stare at him. “It’s to use against Dakar, not the Arisen.”
            “I don’t want to fight a God!” Quinn cried. “Are you mad?”
            “Probably,” he said. “But we don’t have to fight Dakar. I have an image of a bright well in the floor, and I just have to lay the Sword of Power across it to stop Dakar.”
            The other four gave him doubtful looks. Tane shrugged. It really wasn’t clear in his mind yet. The compulsion to make the sword overrode everything.
            Tane continued on, the others falling in behind him. None of them looked happy. He didn’t blame them. He found no comfort in his compulsions either.
            They moved quickly through the long abandoned dwarven city. Tane had heard of them, and how glorious they looked to humans. Yet, every legend he’d heard placed dwarven cities deep in mountain ranges.
            The occasional boom quickly led the small troupe to the main entrance. Quinn found a single set of footprints on the dusty floor. He proclaimed them left by a male dwarf, and recently. But Tane’s eyes were drawn to the massive bronze doors, now with a green patina. The twin portals stood twenty feet tall, and were deeply engraved with scenes of battle and victories won.
            “Joelle.”
            “I know. Blood,” she said, stepping up beside him. 
            “Dakar said Raven’s blood was purer,” Armin said. “Use her blood.”
            “Armin!” Joelle cried, eyes narrowing.
            “He’s right. You’ve already given blood,” Raven said. “It’s my turn.”
            Raven pulled her knife and sliced open her left palm before Joelle could object. She let the blood well up, filling her cupped palm. The witch quickly moved up next to her and healed her once her palm was full. Then Joelle turned to glare at Armin, who looked rather smug.
            “I hope you’re happy.”
            “I am.”
            “Great. I have to use ten times more of my precious life energy to heal another than I do myself,” Joelle said, and shoved him. “And you should know that.”
            “I forgot.”
            Tane put them and their domestic dispute out of his mind. A Rune of Power appeared in his head, so he dipped his fingers in Raven’s blood and started drawing it. And then the next rune, and the next. He two lines of runes, one line on each door.
            “What does that do?” Quinn asked.
            Tane didn’t know until the half-elf asked. The answer popped into his head.
            “That is a ward to prevent Dakar’s God Magic from blasting through the door.”
            “Let me help,” Raven said. 
            She careful swiped her hand across the floor the width of the door, smearing the blood thinly. Then she used a finger to write something in a language Tane couldn’t read, also while chanting a prayer under her breath.
            “What did you do?” Quinn asked.
            “That’s a ward I know to block anything living from passing over it,” she said. “I usually use it when on the road alone, so I can safely sleep at night.” She frowned down at it. “It’s easy to break the spell because I’m not a priestess, but I don’t think zombies are that smart. It should hold them up for a little while.”
            “Great. Thanks,” Tane said. “Follow me. It’s time to put an end to the Black God, Dakar.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 83
 
            Tane looked around the vast entry hall. It was a circular chamber with a domed ceiling. The ceiling was carved in a fluted design, brightly colored paint flaking off. Three massive doorways led off the entry. Their wooden doors long since rotted away to dust. 
            The dwarf’s footprints went all around the chamber. Only a single set of footprints entered the central portal. Nothing came back out. That wasn’t helpful, at all.
            Of course, Kamain’s compulsion pulled him toward the centermost door. The door the dwarf didn’t return from. 
            “Come. Time is running out,” Tane said.
            He walked through the central door and into the single largest room he’d ever seen. And it was long. Their meager light failed to reach the ceiling, while both sides were lined with arcades five floors high. He spotted a line of the largest chandeliers he’d ever seen, none of which provided any light. All of their magic long gone.
            “Joelle, can you make the chandeliers light up?”
            “No,” she said. “Well, I could, but that would require far more life energy than I have. You need sorcery for that job.”
            Tane picked up the pace. They moved in their little pool of light until they reached the end. Another massive portal greeted them, this time with silver doors. Just looking at it made Tane’s eyes water. Even Raven acted wary of it.
            “This is a temple of Dakar,” Raven whispered. She pointed to dark symbols at the top of the doors. “That’s his symbol, skull impaled on a sword.”
            “We came all this way to one of his temples?” Armin asked. “What kind of insanity is that?”
            “This is where Kamain guided me,” Tane said. He shrugged. “You can wait out here if you want.”
            The swordsmith eased forward. He crept toward the closed doors. The dwarf’s footsteps passed through those doors, but didn’t come out. Would he find a dead dwarf in there? Or something worse?
            Raven bumped into Tane’s back when he stopped to open the doors.
            “Sorry.”
            He barely heard her apology. Her eyes were big as she looked all around. Looking back past her, Tane found Quinn, Joelle, and Armin following just as warily. And then Raven caught his eyes, and grinned.
            “Fun times, heh?”
            “I’m practically giggling with delight,” he said, shaking his head.
            Turning back to the massive silver double-doors. They looked impossibly heavy. How did anyone open such monsters? Then he noticed a small handprint on the clinging dust. The dwarf? How strong were dwarves? So Tane placed a hand on the right silver door, and pushed.
            Both valves slowly, silently swung open. He stared in awe. It was true. No one build better than the dwarves.
            Tane slowly entered the temple. He looked around with huge eyes, expecting to see dark altars under looming statues of grotesque demons. He expected wall murals of hellish scenes out of nightmare. Mostly, he expected to find the Black God’s High Altar, surrounded by chanting priests sacrificing men, women, and children in evil blood rites.
            He found an empty room.
            “Underwhelming,” Raven said. “I knew it. Dakar is all evil, no style.”
            “Must you make a joke about everything?” Armin asked.
            “I’m not joking.”
            Tane ignored their exchange. He spotted two things. The first was a raised dais in the exact middle of the ancient temple chamber. It was impossible to ignore it, since a thunderous maelstrom roared out of it, spiraling up to the city above. He didn’t see any hole in the ceiling, so wondered how it passed through countless tons of rock and dirt unabated. 
            What am I thinking? He’s a God, so can do anything.
            Past the dais and maelstrom, he spotted a glowing forge. So he started toward it, but then stopped and looked around on the floor. He found a broken sword, the silvery blade untouched by age or rust. Runes in the fullers glowed with eerie light. Looking around the temple, he found three more broken swords.
            “Rune Swords of Power,” he muttered. “Broken.”
            A vision of the four Swords of Power laid out in a large X atop the dais filled his head. He knew then what he had to do. The swords had been the barrier holding Dakar at bay, but someone removed them.
            His eyes cut to a pile of dark, scorched clothing. The dwarf?
            Tane continued over to the forge. The heat off it proved otherworldly intense. Beyond it, against the back wall, sat a dozen crucibles and everything he needed to create crucible steel: iron ore, charcoal, sand, glass, and clay. And an impossibly hot furnace.
            “Gather up all the pieces,” Tane said, picking up the broken sword at his feet. 
            They gathered next to the anvil, dumping the four broken swords on the table. Tane quickly removed the hilts. If nothing else, he could reuse them on the new Swords of Power.
            “How long will it take to make four Swords of Power?” Quinn asked.
            “About a week,” he said. An odd warmth infused his head. He looked up at the heavens. “But maybe not so long, so… Let’s get started”
            He had two options. First, he could weld the broken blades back together. That would require a lot of hammering, heating, folding. Or he could start with a crucible of newly forged steel.
            “This is what I’m going to do,” Tane said, going over to pick up a crucible. He started packing on iron ore. The ore was already smashed pretty finely, saving him a lot of time. Then he added some charcoal, sand, and glass. “I’m going to start the process to create new crucible steel in the furnace, but I’ll start welding one of the broken blades back together while I’m waiting for it to melt.”
            “Really?” Quinn said, grimacing. “Is welding a blade back together the best idea?”
            He shrugged. “It’s not the best answer, but it will work for what we need. These Swords of Power are not being made to fight a God, but to seal the portal. It’s unlikely they be tested enough to break.
            “Besides, I can weld and hammer out a new blade in the time it’ll take to melt the iron in the crucible.”
            “It’ll be a good warm up,” Joelle said. “And give us an actual Sword of Power faster, just in case.”
            “In case of what?” Raven asked. “Do you think Dakar will come back here to fight us?”
            Tane froze. She spoke the words no one else wanted to. Tane didn’t think Dakar could return so fast. But he was a God. And they didn’t fare so well last time they faced the Black God.
            “Yes. Definitely need to get a Sword of Power made as quickly as possible,” Tane said, with the others nodding.
            With the crucible filled with all the ingredients of steel, Tane used some of the clay to seal the crucible shut. He checked the furnace, which remained mind-numbing hot without any fuel that the swordsmith could see. It was just a domed oven, really. So Tane pushed the crucible in using his sword. 
            “Damn, that’s hot,” Raven said after he closed the furnace door. “Are you sure it won’t melt your steel really fast?”
            “I suspect it will do the job quickly, but I still have to wait for the crucible to cool and harden. In the meantime, I’ll get started.”
            Tane chose a broken sword with both pieces of the blade of the same length. He placed both pieces in the forge fire, watching them heat up white hot so fast it left him breathless.
            He had Quinn help hold the two pieces together, and began hammering. Tane welded them together my hammering them flat, and then folding them, before hamming them out again. Over and over. He folded the blank five times. And then he started hammering it out into a blade.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 84
 
            Nizar!
            The priest jumped to his feet, wild-eyed. 
            What are you doing up there in the city? The swordsmith is in the dwarven city below as we speak! He’s at the forge in the Great Temple!
            “What? Impossible, we should be several days ahead of him.”
            Idiot! How can you keep underestimating him?
            Nizar’s heart sank into his belly. There was no arguing with a God. Dakar knew far more than he could ever know. If his God said the swordsmith was down in the dwarven city, then that’s where Nizar had to go. Immediately.
            Hurry, you imbecile! Dakar shouted in his head. I have four Arisen Gods arrayed against me right now; otherwise, I’d personally go and take care of them.
            “We’re on our way,” Nizar said. He turned to the wide-eyed innkeeper. “Saddle our horses. Hurry!”
            He waited for the innkeep to run off to do his bidding, before heading upstairs. Nizar stopped to pound on Jessy’s door.
            “Get up, you lazy girl! We are leaving right now!”
            Nizar rushed into his room. He pulled on his heavy winter robes. Jessy waited with big eyes when he exited his room.
            “Tane is in the city?”
            “No. He’s under the city,” Nizar said. “Come, I’ll explain as we ride to the entrance.”
            He led the teenager downstairs, and out the back door. The innkeep had Jessy’s horse out, with the saddle in hand. Nizar ordered Jessy to saddle her own horse, so the innkeep could saddle his. He watched them working, trying to figure out how Tane got to Caeren so fast. And, more importantly, he had to figure out the best tactic against the swordsmith and his companions. Throw Jessy at them first thing? Or hold her back for a surprise attack?
            “The horses are ready,” Jessy said, holding the reins to both.
            She looked a little wild-eyed. He wondered if she was just rattled by the suddenness of their situation, or was having doubts about fighting her cousin? He felt rattled, too. But Dakar showed him the way. 
            Tane Kyleson will submit to me, and Dakar, today, or we will kill him and his friends.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 85
 
            The hammer rang loudly on the hot steel, echoing through the vast emptiness. He’d taken over completely, leaving nothing for any of his friends to do. They were not trained for any of it, so it was easier and faster to do everything himself.
            The hammer came down again, while his critical eyes scanned the length of steel. He already knew where the next ten blows would fall. The blade was almost to its full length and breadth. Ten more strikes, and he’d start on the fullers.
            The crucible is ready.
            Was that just a thought? Or a Sending by Kamain? Tane’s heart started to hammer, his hand tightening on the hammer. And then he stood tall, placed the black blade back in the forge fire, before turning to the furnace.
            He put on a heavy leather apron and a clay “helmet” with two thin eye slits. Last of all, he pulled on heavy, multilayered gloves and picked up the long tongs. Opening the furnace, he reached in with the tongs and quickly pulled out the crucible. Setting it aside to cool and harden, Tane shed all the protective clothing and turned to the blade.
            “Why aren’t you starting on the real Sword of Power?” Raven asked.
            “This is a real Sword of Power I’m working on,” he said. “The steel has even been blessed by Kamain. I’m almost finished with it. Besides, the steel is still molten in the crucible, and will need a few hours to harden.”
            “This is taken a lot longer than I thought it would,” she said.
            “Really? It’s all going at breakneck speed for me,” Tane said. “I feel like a man possessed. I have to get it done. Now. Time is running out faster than I think. No time. No time.”
            He pulled the welded blade out of the fire, the steel the color of the rising sun. 
            “All I need to do is make the fuller, engrave the runes, and then polish and sharpen,” Tane said. 
            “How long?” Quinn asked.
            “A day’s work normally,” he said. “A couple hours today.” He looked up and held Quinn’s eyes. “Kamain is with me.”
            “Are you sure the blade will be good?” the half-elf asked.
            “Good enough for our purpose,” Tane said. “I’m sure we can banish Dakar with it, and then I’ll make four new swords to permanently seal him out of our world.”
            Tane returned to his work. The blade had to be finished. No time left. Finish it.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 86
 
            Nizar led Jessy through the twisting, narrow streets ahorse. The citizenry quickly got out of their way, before bowing low to the gray-robed priest. They still slowed him down too much. Dakar continued to push him faster, faster.
            “Hurry, Jessy!”
            “I’m right here,” she cried. “Don’t worry about me.”
            The main gate stood open. Another priest stood with the guards, and waved them through. From the frazzled look on the other priest’s face, Dakar had touched him that morning, too. Nizar was grateful, because gate guards always delayed anyone in a hurry to enter or leave.
            The road hugged the side of the hill all the way down into the valley surrounding the city. Nizar spotted the turn up ground and cleared trees leading to the underground city’s entrance. They left the trees and underbrush cut down lying where it fell, so they had to dismount and leave the horses behind. The mess would slow his progress even afoot.
            “The incompetent responsible for this mess should be laid across an altar,” Nizar grumbled.
            “What?” Jessy asked. “You can’t be serious.”
            Nizar stopped his vicious reply just in time. Keeping up the pretense of an Arisen priest in disguise proved more difficult than he thought it would be. At least the game was almost over. Soon, Tane would be Dakar’s to command, or both he and this cousin would be sacrificed. Either way, he’d be rid of that vile teenage girl. 
            “Of course I am,” Nizar said, forcing out a calming tone. “But even priest can get frustrated. Forgive me if I am brusque with you.”
            “I’m fine,” she said, though continued to give him wary looks. “But you can be a little scary at time.”
            He nodded, and stepped off the road. The path plunged down into the valley well below the trade road. They tried to pass through the woods to the side, to avoid all the fallen trees, but that area proved too steep and treacherous. 
            Even more annoying that the debris was Jessy’s effortless ability to traverse it. Nizar struggled, but she seemed to dance across the top of everything. He decided it was growing up in the deep forest that taught her such skills. Or it was a gift children possessed that adults didn’t anymore.
            They arrived at the dig site with Nizar huffing and puffing, and Jessy completely fresh. He scowled at her, and then snarled at the chaos before him. The mercenaries in charge didn’t seem to be controlling the dig much at all. 
            The great bronze doors looked more black than verdigris green, with a few spots shining through where a rock, shovel, or pick and scratched through. Nizar estimated half of the doors were exposed, so there was a lot more digging to do. 
            “Who is in command here?” Nizar shouted. “Report to me! I am Nizar, Priest of Dakar!”
            A trio of grim looking barbarians headed his way. They looked to be old soldiers, left behind because they were more useful commanding work teams than in combat. The entranced people continued their digging and hauling away of soil and rocks.
            “Yes, Your Grace?” a graybeard asked. He wore an iron helmet, and mail vest over blue wool tunic, trousers, and boots. His companions were similarly dressed, with just a little less gray hair. “I am Trahmar. How may I serve you?”
            “How long will it take to dig out the rest of that door?”
            “Week, maybe.”
            “Unacceptable,” Nizar said even before he felt a burn in the back of his head. “I need inside immediately.” He looked at the door again. Just bronze. “I’ll blast it open.”
            Nizar turned to face the entry. He closed his eyes and started a soft prayer, which Dakar responded to immediately. His hands began to glow.
            “Wait!” Jessy cried. “There are people down there. You’ll kill them.”
            “They’re just zombies,” Trahmar said.
            “They are living people,” Jessy said. “What is wrong with you?”
            “She’s right,” Nizar said, hating how he had to pander to the stupid teen. “Order everyone out of the way. And be fast about it.”
            He could tell that Dakar wasn’t pleased. But Trahmar and his men quickly rousted the zombies out of the way. And then Nizar continued.
            Praying, he gathered up all the energy Dakar granted him, focusing it through his hands. Once he reached the limit of what Dakar would, or could, give him, Nizar opened his eyes, focused on one point on the doors…
            And he sent the most powerful bolt of energy he could imagine into that door.
            Ka-BOOM!
            Instead of ripping and melting the bronze, his bolt exploded back at them. Everyone was thrown back. Jessy cried out. And Nizar found himself flying backwards, until he slammed into something hard.
            Darkness enveloped him.
 
~**~**~
 
            “What was that?” Tane asked.
            The explosion shook the floor and walls. Dust trailed down from the ceiling. His friends all pulled their swords and looked at the temple door. 
            “I think someone really wants inside,” Raven said. “To the main door!”
            Raven took off running. She was out the door before anyone else moved. Then Joelle took off, followed by Armin. Quinn hesitated a moment later.
            “Will you be all right alone?”
            “Yes. What are you going to do?”
            Quinn shrugged. “Stop whoever is coming through that door, I guess.” The half-elf headed for the temple door, but stopped just inside and looked back. “Let’s hope it isn’t the Black God.”
            Tane nodded, feeling the press of time more profoundly. He turned back to hammering out the fuller. It was almost done, and then he had to engrave the runes. No time for inlays. Something deep within assured him that engravings would be good enough.
            At least, he prayed so.
 
~**~**~
 
            “He’s waking up,” Jessy said. 
            He felt a soft, small hand stroke his cheek. That made his eyes snap open.
            “You took off my veil?” he cried, and almost backhanded her.
            “No, the blast must have,” she said, leaning back with a look of alarm.
            Nizar scrambled to his feet, finding most of the mercenaries were standing around him. None of them looked particularly impressed by him. And then a little searching found his turban, with the heavy veil still attached.
            Once he was decent, Nizar turned back to the problem before him. The verdigris was blasted away where his bolt struck, but he couldn’t discern any damage whatsoever. He went down to the doors, laying hands on the bronze.
            Reaching out with God-enhanced senses, he was shocked to discover he couldn’t penetrate the door. After a few prayers, he figured it out. A magical barrier protected the doors from being damaged by magic. Whether Tane, the witch, or ancient dwarves placed it there was unknown, but his God given magic was not going to breach those doors.
            “Trahmar! Find the biggest tree bole you can lift. We’re going to use it to batter down that door!”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 87
 
            Boom!
            Quinn jumped back, pulling his sword. Armin and Raven pulled their blades, too, while Joelle called up her talismanic ring bow.
            “What was that?” Armin asked. “That sounded different.”
            Boom!
            The half-elf’s eyes locked on the huge bronze doors, noticing how they vibrated. Tendrils of dust fell in the entry chamber, with most coming down closer to the door.
            “Battering ram,” Quinn said. 
            Boom!
            “The doors are holding,” Armin said. He pointed to either side of the entry. “But not the walls.”
            Quinn looked closer, and spotted the cracks. Huge bolts driven deep into the stone held the hinges in place, and that pounding had already caused the stone to start crumbling around them.
            Boom!
            “That sucks goblin balls,” Raven said.
            Joelle grimaced. “Eww.”
            “Funny thing about goblin balls,” Raven said, a mischievous smirk spreading. “They only have one each.”
            “What? No way,” Joelle said. 
            “How would you know?” Armin asked.
            Raven’s face lit up.
            “Don’t answer that!” Quinn cried. He looked at Armin. “Why would you ask her that?”
            Raven just laughed, and then her eyes narrowed as she turned back to the door when the sound of crunching stone came to them upon the next ram strike. Quinn noticed the upper hinges were crumbling the fastest, and remembered they’d only dug halfway down the doors.
            “Be alert!” he cried. “The door can’t take much more.”
            As if to prove his point, the battering ram struck again, and the top hinges broke loose of the stone. They froze, jaws dropping as the massive bronze doors seem to topple back into the entry in slow motion.
            Marble shattered when the doors struck, and the most gods-awful sound shook the entryway. A cloud of dust flew up to obstruct their view of the now yawning portal, sunlight slanting in and illuminating the dust cloud and the landslide that caused it.
            Dark, shuffling shapes came down the landslide through the dust. At first a few, and them more and more. The entry began to fill up with zombies.
            “Now?” Joelle asked.
            “Wait for the men commanding them,” Quinn said. “The zombies will stop when we kill the priests.”
            “Says who?” Raven asked.
            A warrior came through, pushing the zombies aside. He started shouting orders, pointing at Quinn and friends. 
            “Take him out,” Quinn said.
            Joelle thrust her left arm out, holding the bright bow of pure magic energy. Her right hand moved up to the thin “bowstring.” An energy arrow appeared already nocked, and she drew it back. The witch released immediately, and Quinn watched at flash of light fly straight into the warrior’s chest. And the man’s chest exploded.
            Zombies turned toward them, and started walking. Joelle began striking them down, one-by-one. Quinn groaned. They were the enemy. They were definitely a threat. But they weren’t evil. They were victims of and evil God and his priesthood.
            “Some of them are entering the side doors,” Raven said. “They might find a way to circle around behind us.”
            “Or get to Tane while we’re up here,” Armin said.
            Sssshikkk. Boom!
            “Priest!” Quinn cried. 
            A dark figure moving through the thinning cloud of dust pointed at them, his hands starting to glow. Then a bolt of energy shot out.
            Sssshikkk. Boom!
            The bolt passed between Joelle and Raven, and blasted a hole in the floor about twenty feet behind them. Joelle immediately sent an energy arrow at the gray-robed priest. Her magic arrow exploded in midair about ten feet in front of him. 
            “He’s protected by his God,” Joelle said.
            Someone well behind the zombies shouted, “Charge! Kill them!”
            The zombies surged forward. They closed with Quinn, Armin, and Raven in a flash, while Joelle stepped back and sent arrow after arrow into them, and over their heads at the leaders behind. Quinn noticed another warrior explode after a moment.
            Sssshikkk. Boom!
            That bolt took out six zombies, ripping their bodies to pieces. Hot blood and body parts flew in every direction, splattering the defenders. Quinn’s heart swelled with pride to see none of his friends so much as flinched. They stood their ground, fighting toe-to-toe with the zombies. The bodies began to pile up.
            Fewer living zombies, meant less protection from the priest’s bolts.
            Sssshikkk. Boom!
            “What is wrong with him?” Raven cried. “He’s only killing his own fighters.”
            “What part of evil do you not understand?” Joelle asked. “Fall back!”
            Sssshikkk. Boom!
            That hit the ceiling above them, bringing down rock and debris. Quinn ducked and cut off to the side. He veered back toward the far end of the Progressional. The others scattered as well, all racing back to the choke point at the other end.
            “Someone go tell Tane to hurry!” Raven cried. “It doesn’t look like we’ll be able to slow them by much.”
            “We’ll slow them as much as we can,” Quinn said. “Then make our final stand at the temple door.”
            “Final stand?” Joelle asked.
            “Poor choice of words.” He grabbed Raven’s shoulder, and then shoved her toward the temple. “We have a moment before the zombies reach us. Go warn Tane he needs to hurry.”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 88
 
            “We have them on the run!” Jessy cried.
            A thrill rippled up her spine. This is what she’d always dreamed about. Battle and adventure! Saving the world from evil. Seeing their opponents break and run after Nizar’s last blast filled her with a need to mete the Gods’ Justice.
            She took off running after them, but zombies crowded into the doorway before she reached it. It only slowed her a moment, because there weren’t that many zombies left.
            Jessy glanced back at Nizar. He struck an ominous figure striding purposefully toward her, with all but his eyes covered by black and gray cloth. The priest even had a scary, almost manic look in his dark eyes. She saw no regret or empathy for all of those poor zombies he killed with his magic.
            Does he care that he killed innocent people? she wondered, remembering her terrible time as one of them. Or is he just so focused on stopping Tane that nothing else matters?
            “Why are you just standing there, girl?”
            “Sorry!” she cried, turning back to find the zombies well past the doorway. 
            Jessy rushed down the long, impossibly high chamber. And so dark. Their opponents provided the only light with their magic belts. And that made her think.
            “Your Grace!” Jessy stopped and turned to face Nizar. “What are we going to do if their belt lights stop working when we kill them?”
            Nizar stopped walking, looked up, and then began a prayer. Both hands rose up as if beseeching the Goddess. And then the chandeliers above and running the length of the chamber slowly began glowing brighter and brighter.
            Jessy noticed the entry light up, and passages connecting to their chamber light up. Did Ashtar, through Nizar, just make every light crystal in the underground city come to life?
            “Does that answer your question?”
            “Yes,” she whispered. “Magic is so amazing.”
            Boom. Boom. Boom.
            Her jaw dropped. She’d forgotten about the witch’s magic bow. As the zombies closed on the enemy, she began slaying them again. The witch had to be killed first. 
            “Are you sure she is a witch, and not a priest of Dakar?”
            “A priest wouldn’t need a magical weapon,” Nizar said. “That’s why I gave you that magical sword.”
            She looked at the steppe sword in her hand. Nizar said her name was Tasheba. As yet, she hadn’t seen it do a thing for her, but he said it was a powerful ward against magical attack.
            “Will it protect me from the witch’s magic bow?”
            “Probably,” he said. 
            “That doesn’t fill me with confidence, Your Grace.”
            Boom. Boom.
            Jessy hurried toward the far end where battle had been renewed. None of the zombies had weapons, so the bad guys were slaughtering them in impunity. The two swordfighters stood in line before the witch, who shot between them. 
            One of them was missing. The black-haired female. Dead? She didn’t see a body dressed in Dakar’s gray and black. 
            Boom.
            A zombie’s chest exploded into a crimson cloud, before what was left of him fell straight back. Jessy lifted the magic sword up between her and the witch. 
            Boom. Another fell back. Boom. And another. Boom. That shot took off a man’s left shoulder and arm.
            Her eyes heated up. Those poor souls, entranced by the evilest of Gods, forced to labor and fight against armed men, never having a chance. And no one on either side cared.
            The greatest injustice of all.
            Of course, if anyone ever saw through Nizar’s disguise, then the zombies would turn on them. Yet, even a priest of Ashtar didn’t hesitate to send them to their death. It just didn’t feel right.
            Boom. Boom. Boom.
            And that was the last of the zombies. Jessy came to a stop. She couldn’t fight three veteran mercenaries alone. All of her fighting experience was sparring as a teenager, and then fighting with her bare hands as a zombie. And the two men looked so big.
            Nizar shouted something. She heard a commotion behind her, and glanced back. A few more zombies, moving like they were injured, hurried towards her. She counted eight. Accompanying them were the five mercenaries that had been supervising them work team. The mercenaries came to the fight with swords and shields.
            “Old men, but still veterans,” she muttered. “Better than zombies, and more of them than bad guys.”
            Turning back to the bad guys, she spotted the witch drawing a glowing arrow back. Aiming at her! 
            Jessy dropped straight to the ground. The arrow missed, exploding somewhere behind her. And then the witch turned her attention on the mercenaries, not waiting for them to reach them.
            Boom.
            A mercenary wailed in horror and agony. It took Jessy a moment to realize the magic arrow stuck his shield, blowing it away, and taking most of his arm with it. He would bleed out quickly, and knew it.
            “We have the superior force!” Nizar shouted. “Charge them! Overrun them!”
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 89
 
            Sweat streaked down his face. One bead pushed through his brow and down his eyelid to sting his left eye. Tane blinked, and swung the hammer. The chisel bit into the untempered steel. And he struck again, and again.
            The final Rune of Power, he thought. Once tempered, this will be a true Sword of Power.
            Tane stiffened, hammer raised. One or two more hammer blows, and that last rune will be finished. His belly filled with butterflies, tears welling up. Kamain chose him. HIM! His God chose to work through him to save the world from Dakar. 
            He brushed at his eyes, feeling his face heating up. I’m so stupid.
            A grin spread. “I’m officially ‘Touched by the Gods.’ And everyone knows what that means!”
            “You’re dragon shit crazy,” Raven said. “Welcome to my world, and I’m not even touched by a God.”
            “Raven! Where’d you come from?”
            “I’ll refrain from making a joke,” she said, grinning. “But I’m here to warn you that Dakar’s stupid minions will be here shortly. There are too many for us to fight off. So hurry.”
            “This sword is almost done,” he said, lifting it up. “All I have to do is temper, polish, and sharpen. But the Sword of Power’s magic will awaken when I do the quench and temper it.”
            That’s when he realized the chamber was lit up by four chandeliers above. When did they light up? Who caused them to come alive?
            Raven turned to head back to the growing sounds of battle. “Then get to it!”
            His breath caught. He needed her! Now! 
            “Wait,” he said, grabbing her wrist. Tane pointed to a barrel of water. “I need you to add as much of your blood to that as possible. Don’t hurt yourself.”
            “Are you trying to be funny?”
            “I’m afraid not. I need your God blood to bring the sword alive.”
            He didn’t wait for her reply. Tane hurried over to the temple door. Quinn, Armin, and Joelle fought in line just outside it. Well, Joelle was doing most of the fighting with her magic ring bow. 
            “Joelle! I need you,” he called. “Raven needs healing. Quickly.”
            “What happened to her?” 
            Joelle rushed past him, and straight to the Tyrian warrior. Raven stood beside the barrel clutching her bleeding left wrist. Tane noticed fear in her eyes. Her blood was flowing out pretty fast.
            Joelle immediately stopped the bleeding with a touch. Both women’s breath caught.
            “Thank you,” Raven whispered. “I think I cut too deeply.”
            “You cut yourself?”
            “I need her blood for the quench,” Tane said, joining them. “And I need some of yours, too. Please.”
            “Hey, you didn’t ask me so nicely,” Raven said.
            Tane smiled, noticing the mischievous glint in her emerald eyes. If Raven was joking, then she’d be fine. By the sound of the fight outside the temple doors, they needed her sword right away.
            “Don’t kill them all before I get there!” Raven shouted, running toward the fight.
            Joelle caught Tane’s eyes, grimacing. “You really need that much blood?”
            “All you can spare,” he said. “Sorry.”
            “I know. I know. It’s why the Gods arranged us to accompany you,” she whispered, looking trapped. “I’m just almost out of hoarded life energy, and this second healing will probably drain me.”
            Tane started to tell her to forget it. But Joelle pulled her belt knife and sliced open her left wrist. Not as deeply as Raven.
            “That stupid Tyrian cut too deeply, forcing me to use too much energy,” she grumbled. “That bitch is going to be the death of me yet.”
            Tane averted his eyes. He hated asking for their blood. It brought them pain, and sucked away their vitality, too. Neither Raven nor Joelle would be able to fight as hard now. 
            This damned sword better be powerful enough to save us, he thought, heading back to the forge.
            He hammered away, engraving the last Rune of Power. Joelle stepped back from the quenching barrel, looking a little unsteady. She quickly pulled herself together, gave him a nod, and rushed toward the door to help. Tane watched her pass out of the temple, and then heard the reassuring booming of her magic bow and arrows.
            Lifting the finished blade up with a pair of tongs, Tane glanced up at the heavens before turning to the forge fire to heat it up again. According to Kamain’s implanted instructions, it would effectively complete the Sword of Power. He just had to polish and sharpen to make it pretty.
            Burying the blade into the eternally hot coals, Tane began the required prayers.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 90
 
            Sharp, angry shouts echoed through the ancient chambers and corridors, punctuated by the clash of blades. The witch had vanished into the temple a few minutes earlier. And praise Dakar for that! She’d decimated his ranks with her unholy bow. That bow also reminded him of his accursed father’s sword ring. Worse, her bow and arrows shown so bright they left spots in Nizar’s eyes.
            The stupid zombies continued walking fearlessly to their deaths. He didn’t have enough to overwhelm the defenders, so the three defenders very quickly butchered them all. As usual, the entrancement lifted as soon as a mortal blow was delivered. Their soulful wails of fear and despair grated on his nerves.
            Four mercenaries remained, moving up to engage the three defenders. And then the witch returned. She immediately sent an energy arrow into Trahmar’s chest. So Nizar started praying for another bolt. She had to be stopped before she completely wiped out his fighters.
            That witch is dead!
            The mercenaries shifted around quickly, doing everything possible to avoid the witch’s magic arrows. They were doing a good job of it, and it also distracted her. Nizar focused on her, praying more feverishly. The thought of blasting her into a thousand bloody chunks gave him a thrill. He could feel Dakar’s approval through their link as well.
            The energy balled up within, seen only by two balls of glowing energy around his fists. The more he stored up, the more painful it became. Pure agony, in fact. But for the glorious sight of the witch exploding into oblivion, it was worth it.
            When Nizar couldn’t bare the pain any more, the clasped his hands together and pointed his arms at Joelle. Jessy immediately pushed his arms down.
            “Wait,” the blonde teen whispered. “Our men are in the way. You’ll kill them, too.”
            Intense energy felt like it was burning him up, from the inside out. And she stopped him from releasing it? 
            “Why do you care, girl?” he rasped out. “They are Dakar’s men, not ours.”
            That made her pause. He jerked away from her, turning back to the defenders. And the witch. Only, Joelle wasn’t there anymore. He stared incredulously as the last defender, Quinn, slipped through the vast silver doors. 
            And they slammed the doors in his face. He heard the loud, echo sounds of mechanical locking devices being engaged. 
            “She got away.”
            Nizar couldn’t believe it. Jessy’s interference cost him the opportunity to kill that vile witch. He looked at the wide-eyed teen, focusing on her. He smiled as he thought of the surprised look on her face when he blasted her instead. But then light glinted off the high reliefs on the door.
            The priest turned toward the door. “Out of the way!”
            The remaining three mercenaries scattered. Stepping forward, Nizar concentrated on the double-doors. Right where they met in the middle. Right over the spot he guessed the locks would be located for dwarves.
            And he unleashed white hot fury.
            Ka-BOOM!
            The sound took all of them to their knees, hands over their ears. The sound of those bolts was always ear-splitting. Nizar’s ears had gone numb down into his neck more than once during battles that forced him to throw a lot of bolts. They discovered it was ten times worse in enclosed spaces.
            Worst of all, the most powerful bolt he’d ever thrown only knock off some of the dark patina and left a shiny spot. The priest stared at the shiny spot slack-jawed. 
            Looking to his left, he found Jessy kneeling and tapping her ears. Yeah, his ears were ringing louder than watch tower bells. Even the three mercenaries were focused on their ears.
            “Jhonny!” Nizar shouted at the closest mercenary. “Jhonny!”
            He looked at Nizar, who waved him over. They had to shout to hear each other.
            “Are there any more zombies?”
            “Yes, Your Grace. The team working the battering ram.”
            “Excellent!” he cried, giving the silver doors a sharp look. “Those doors are pure silver, and immune to magic. And there might be a magic barrier protecting it from my magic, too. So bring the battering ram in. Mundane works against such wards.”
            Nizar smiled as the three men hurried back toward the entrance. It would take a while to get the battering ram through the entry, and up to the temple, but there was no stopping them after that.
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            Sliding the glowing blade back and forth through the magically heated coals, Tane watched the color changes with a critical eye. He knew the exact color he needed to get the best temper. And it was just as important to ensure the color was even for the length of the blade.
            The sounds of battle continued unabated as he worked. He barely even noticed the constant booming of Joelle’s arrows. The clash of swords proved more worrisome, since that meant his friends stood toe-to-toe with the enemy.
            His shoulders tensed up as the color got closer and closer. He struggled to breathe. This quenching would be the most important of his life. If he failed, and the blade cracked…
            Tane didn’t want to think about. Not with the enemy right at his doorstep.
            “Now!” he shouted.
            Tane pulled the sword blade out of the coals, held it high with the tongs, and turned to the quenching barrel. The water looked dark and cold, but he knew it was probably pink with Joelle’s and Raven’s blood. 
            He thrust the glowing hot blade into the water, even as he muttered the final prayer over the blade. Steam exploded out. Tane listened intently for that telltale ting. If he heard it, the blade was ruined. Cracked. Useless. 
            “Nothing! I did it!”
            “Great!” Raven cried.
            BOOM!
            Tane spun to gawk at the entry. Why were the vast silver doors closed? His friends engaged the locks as he watched. They sealed them all inside.
            Trapped like a rat.
            “Is the Sword of Power finished?” Armin asked.
            Tane turned back to the barrel. He pulled the sword out and held it high. Steam rose off it as the water dried quickly on the still hot steel.
            Tane named the blade, “Kamain’s Wrath!”
            Hot and cold flowed down from the blade. Down his arm, and spread out throughout Tane’s body. He froze, eyes huge. Nothing like that had ever happened when he named a blade. Tane had never heard of anything like that happening to anyone naming a blade.
            “I felt the magic come alive,” Joelle said, cringing back. Her voice dropped. “The blade radiates power.”
            “What’s that glowing inside the fuller?” Raven asked.
            Tane lowered the blade to study it. He’d never seen anything engraved in a blade glow like that. But the runes glowed with the same color as the forge fire. Meanwhile, the actual steel remained a dark, dark gray.
            “Kamain’s Wrath indeed,” he whispered. “I just have to polish and sharpen, and then she’ll be ready.”
            Ka-Boom!
            The huge silver doors rattled with the impact.
            Ka-Boom!
            “Well fuck me to tears,” Raven said, tightening her hand around the hilt.
            “What she said,” Quinn said. “I’d forgotten about the battering ram. Fuck.”
            “Joelle, is there any magic on the doors to protect them from such an assault?” Armin asked.
            “Not that I can tell,” she said. “I cannot see God Magic. While I do feel some kind of ward on the doors, I cannot determine what is protects against.”
            Ka-Boom!
            “We all know the wards are to protect against everything but a battering ram,” Raven said. “That’s how life works.”
            “Get to work, Tane,” Quinn said. “Get a hilt on it first thing. We might need it before you finish prettying it up.”
            “Yes. You’re right,” he said, turning back to the other broken swords. 
            He started putting the parts of the hilt back together. The tang he crafted wasn’t an exact fit, so some adjusting work had to be done.
            Ka-Boom!
            “I’m hurrying!” Tane cried. “Just keep them out as long as possible.”
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            Ka-Boom!
            Dust came trailing down from the ceiling as the sound echoed through the abandoned dwarven city. Jessy held her hands over her ears, looking distressed.
            “Smash them down!” Nizar cried.
            “It’s not even making a dent, Your Grace,” Jhonny said. “Could the doors be steel cased in silver?”
            Nizar never thought of that, but it didn’t make sense. Why would the dwarves who built the temple even consider the possibility someone would try to batter down the doors? Putting that much valuable silver just in the doors would show their love and obedience to Dakar. It was an impressive sacrifice, which he was sure even Dakar appreciated at the time.
            “Maybe it has a steel substructure,” Jessy said. “I came from a family of smiths, and I’ve heard of lots of different structures having steel bars inside to give them strength.”
            Ka-Boom!
            He watched the double-doors vibrate, more dust falling from above. Then he remembered the main entrance. It wasn’t the doors that gave, but the structure they were attached to so long ago.
            “Jhonny, what if we moved the ram over to the side, and tried to smash out one side’s hinges?”
            The mercenary considered it a moment. “Might work, but knocking the bottom hinge loose won’t give us access, Your Grace. It worked up front because we smashed out the top hinges.”
            “If your magic can’t affect the silver doors,” Jessy said. “How about bespelling the battering ram?”
            “What are you yapping about now, girl?” Nizar said. He so wanted to backhand her. She was too full of herself. The girl didn’t know how to properly speak to a man, her superior. “The ram is fine. Nothing we’re doing will harm…”
            Nizar stopped, a thought coming to him. Jessy, infuriating as always, smirked as she lifted a brow. 
            “I think you understand, Your Grace,” she said. “Can you actually put a little more oomph in the battering ram? Enough to smash the doors down?”
            “I don’t know, but we will find out,” he said. “Get her swinging again! I’ll tell you win to strike the door.”
            The mercenaries and zombies worked together to get the massive tree trunk swinging within his rough-hewn frame. Nizar moved up close behind. He watched to get the timing, while praying to Dakar for what he wanted to do. His God seemed distracted, and didn’t answer right away. Even then he just felt a sense of acceptance.
            “Now!”
            The ram swung backwards, even as the team shoved the frame up against the door again. At the top of its back-swing, Nizar threw “power” into the log. It bristled with kinetic energy as it swung forward much faster than before.
            Ka-BOOM!
            That produced a dent. The whole structure rolled back with the impact. The team got it swinging again, faster and faster.
            “Now!”
            They pushed it back against the doors. Nizar infused it with even more kinetic energy. The battering ram shot forward like an arrow.
            KA-BOOOOM!
            That pushed both doors in a good half-foot. The priest smiled to see the doors didn’t fit flush on the sides either, so the hinges were either bending or breaking out of the stonework. 
            “One more time and we’ll be through,” Jessy cried.
            The team was already swinging the ram back and forth, faster and faster. Nizar moved up even closer, heart racing. His breathing short and shallow as he gathered his power. 
            “Now!”
            They shoved the structure up against the teetering doors as the ram swung back again. Nizar threw all the kinetic power he could into it, sensing it was all Dakar could, or would, give him for now. And that reminded him of his God’s fight with the Arisen hundreds of miles to the north.
            KA-BOOOOOM!
            The massive portals of silver groaned, a ripping sound echoing through the underground chambers. Nizar stared, mouth open, and watched them slowly at first, topple over into the temple.
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            The battering ram strikes made Tane jump every time. No one could ignore that gods-awful sound. The faint sound of shouting men filtered through as well, while his friends remained grim and quiet as they faced the doors.
            But Tane continued sharpening that sword. He felt no objection from Kamain.
            Quinn had held everyone back, posting them about halfway between the doors and the forge. Part of Tane longed to stand beside his comrades in the coming fight, yet the compulsion to finish the Sword of Power couldn’t be denied.
            A particularly loud crash startled him, making even Raven and Joelle cry out. He noticed the stone around the hinges looked broken and loose, and then saw that last battering ram strike had pushed the doors away from the jamb.
            “Quinn! The doors…”
            KA-BOOOOM!
            The massive silver doors appeared to slide a little more inside, and then start to topple over into the temple. His friends jumped back, hands going straight to their ears. Tane didn’t react as fast, and his ears took the full brunt of the crashing doors.
            Marble exploded up and out, pelting them before a dust cloud spread out. Dark figures rushed through the door and dust. They emerged to become gray and black clad mercenaries. 
            Joelle immediately let loose on them, taking out one with her second arrow. They raced toward Tane and his friends, zigging and zagging the whole way. And then more zombies began emerging from the settling dust cloud.
            “Surrender!” a familiar female voice shouted. “You can’t escape.”
            His eyes found the smallest mercenary of all. A young woman, with very pale blonde hair. Hair as light as his cousin… 
            “Jessy?”
            “Tane! Thank the Goddess! Surrender,” she cried. “Stop what you’re doing and yield.”
            “Are you crazy?”
            “No. You’ve been tricked, Tane,” Jessy shouted, stopping to regard Raven as the Tyrian moved to block her.
            “Stay away from him,” Raven shouted and stopped between him and Jessy.
            “Don’t hurt her!” he cried. “She’s my cousin, Jessy. She’s one of us.”
            “I disagree,” Raven said. “She’s wearing the gray and black of Dakar.”
            “So are you, slimebag,” Jessy sneered. She planted her feet and presented her sword. It was slightly curved steppe sword. Odd choice for Jessy, but he understood she had to take what was available. “Surrender or die.”
            Raven frozen. Her sword point dropped to the floor, and she took a tentative step toward Jessy. Then she recoiled, and the sword came back up. Rage spread across the raven-maned Tyrian’s face.
            “Is that Tasheba?”
            “Yes. I think that’s what it is called.”
            “I gave it to her,” Nizar said, as he strode into the temple. He sounded amused. “Now it serves my God.”
            “That’s my sword! Give it back!”
            Jessy took another step closer, determination on her youthful face. “Take it if you can.”
            “I’ll take it and hand Nizar your bloody head, child!”
            “Don’t hurt her, Raven,” Tane cried as he rushed toward them.
            “You have to surrender to us, Tane,” Jessy said, eyes remaining on Raven who quickly closed with her. “Nizar is a priest of Ashtar, and we’ve been sent by Ashtar to stop you.”
            All of the mercenaries stopped to stare at Nizar. The zombies remained unaffected, throwing themselves at Quinn, Joelle, and Armin.
            “Are you crazy?” Raven cried as the fight resumed.
            Some of the zombies broke off to head toward him and Raven. They didn’t even glance at Jessy.
            “Nizar is a priest of Dakar,” he said. “Look at the zombies. They are ignoring you, Nizar, and the mercenaries. They are controlled by Dakar.”
            Jessy frowned. Raven closed with her at that time, and they crossed blades a few times, beginning to circle. He looked at Quinn. 
            “He’s tricked her,” Quinn said. “Nizar doesn’t think you can fight and kill your own blood, so is using her against you.”
            “Nice try, Dakarites!” Nizar sneered. “But Ashtar Herself commanded Jessy and me to find and stop you.” He pointed at Tane. “You know what to do, Jessy. If he refuses to reject the path of evil, you mush slay him to save the world!”
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            A man cried out in horror. Jessy glanced over to see Jhonny crumble to the floor. The elf moved back from him, even as a glowing arrow streaked between them to blow up the chest of a zombie.
            The fight’s not going our way, she thought, returning her full attention to the black-hair Tyrian warrior. Raven suddenly lunged and pinked her tip in Jessy’s left thigh. “Bitch!” 
            She rushed Raven, swinging widely. Their swords clashed, and then Jessy calmed down and tried to remember all of her training. Tane again tried to impose himself between them, but the women danced around him, finding a way to strike out at each other.
            Maybe Mom was right, Jessy thought. And I’m not ready for this.
            The Tyrian parried her best thrusts and cuts with frightening ease. Nothing she did got past Raven’s defense, and it felt like the woman was toying with her. 
            “Back off, Raven,” Tane shouted. “You, too, Jessy.”
            Raven grinned evilly, stepped around Tane, and then swept Jessy’s blade to the side. Tane cried out when the Tyrian moved inside her guard. Jessy’s breath caught, knowing the killing thrust was coming.
            And Tane’s sword came in and parrying Raven’s blade to the side. He body-checked the Tyrian. 
            “Jessy, please!”
            “Surrender!” she shouted, tears streaming down her hot cheeks. “I don’t want to hurt you, Tane.”
            “You’re being manipulated by Dakar and his priest,” he said. He held up a blackened sword. The edge was polished bright from sharpening, but the fuller held evilly glowing runes. “I made this Sword of Power to fight Dakar.”
            “Look at the runes, Jessy!” Nizar called. “They glow with the evil of the Pit. That is not a Good weapon!”
            “I see it,” she said, locking sad eyes with Tane. “Can’t you see the evil?”
            “Don’t listen to him, Jessy. Listen to me,” Tane said. “I’ve never lied to you. Trust me.”
            Raven pressed up close, slamming an elbow into Jessy’s face. At the same time, she seized the teen’s wrist and twisted Tasheba away. 
            “A-ha! She’s mine again!”
            Her straight sword went clattering away. Jessy raced over and snatched it up. Then she threw herself at Raven again. 
            “Stop fighting!”
            Jessy and Raven froze, cutting looks at Tane. Even the others stopped. Well, everyone but the zombies. And Nizar.
            Two zombies charged Tane. He cut one down, but the other wrapped an arm around her cousin’s throat. Jessy cried out, and thrust her sword into the zombie’s side, right through the heart.
            Raven jumped back and blinked at her.
            Looking back at Nizar for guidance, she saw the priest’s hands began glowing and his eyes narrowed at Tane. Was he going to kill Tane?
            “Die!” the redheaded witch shouted, loosing one of her magic arrows at Nizar. The arrow exploded before it reached him, so threw his bolt at her instead. The witch sent another arrow at him at the same instant.
            Ka-Boom!
            The witch went flying back against the wall. Nizar stood undisturbed. 
            “Joelle!”
            The male Vikon warrior rushed to her side. The elf cut down the last of the free-minded mercenaries, followed by two zombies. Then he rushed the priest with a battle cry. 
            Nizar tried to pull up the energy for another bolt, but the elf proved too fast. So the priest dodged aside. Then the Vikon let out a soul-rending wail.
            “You killed her! You monster!” Armin screamed, tears flowing. “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill your soul!”
            “Help me, Jessy,” Nizar cried, pursued by two of Tane’s handlers.
            Tane and Raven gasped, tears flowing down their cheeks as well. Jessy gawked at them. Why would Tane cry for someone so evil? Would such evil people truly care about anyone? Unless…
            Nizar managed to pull his sword, but both the elf and Vikon proved they were superior swordsmen. Jessy recoiled at the sight of a Priest of Ashtar, Goddess of War and Adventure, being so easily driven back. Ashtar’s priests were all weapons’ masters.
            Ka-BOOM!
            Quinn and Armin went flying back, as did Nizar. A feeling of enormity, of vast evil and wickedness filled the air, everyone froze. Jessy’s heart raced, and she didn’t know why. Why was she suddenly filled with dread? Then everyone slowly turned to the doorway.
            Ten feet tall, a monstrous black figure stood. His eyes glowed blood red. Jessy took in the horns, the cloven hooves instead of feet, and his shaggy body. 
            “Dakar?” she whispered.
            “My God!” Nizar cried joyously. “I’ve caught the swordsmith! And he’s already completed a Sword of Power.”
            “Sweet Ashtar, what have I done?” Jessy whispered, a tremor starting in her belly.
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            “Yes!” Raven cried. 
            “What?” Tane asked. “Are you crazy?”
            “This is what the Gods sent you here to do,” she said. “You hold the Sword of Power in your hand. You are the hero fated to save the world. Now do it.” 
            Raven might be an adventurer, who dreamed of saving the town, kingdom, world, but that never occurred to him. He was a simple craftsman, a swordsmith. And he’d be quite happy to never kill another man, woman, or God.
            “We’re here for you,” Quinn said. “You’re not alone.”
            Dakar stroke into the temple, causing the maelstrom volume to double. The sound rose to the brink of unbearable.
            “Give me the Sword of Power,” Armin shouted over that unholy roar, voice hoarse. His eyes darting between Dakar and Nizar. “I’ll kill that vile beast of a God.”
            “Tane is Chosen,” Raven said. He barely heard her. “Tane must kill Dakar.”
            He stared at the Tyrian. Tane didn’t recall any part of his compulsion being fighting a God. Nope. He was sent to make four Swords of Power. And then he looked back at Joelle’s still body, and his hand tightened on the hilt.
            “Let’s do this.”
            Dakar came straight at them. The God locked his burning red eyes on Tane. The swordsmith suddenly had to pee. Pee like a big horse. It felt like his bladder would burst. A tremor started deep inside and quickly spread throughout his body. 
            Out his peripheral vision, Tane noticed Quinn and Armin to his left shift into fighting stances. Raven did the same to his right. He mimicked them, suddenly unable to remember anything about sword fighting.
            Halfway to them, Dakar pulled back a fist, and punched at them. A ball of fiery energy thundered at Tane. It happened so fast he couldn’t react. He opened his mouth to scream his death… and the ball of lightning burst apart.
            “Ha-ha!’ Raven cried. “The Sword of Power works! He can’t touch you, Tane!”
            That’s not how Tane interpreted it. Dakar looked unfazed by his first failed attempt to kill him. 
            How did it come to this? Tane thought. I can’t fight a God.
            Whether he could or couldn’t didn’t matter. Dakar reached him, and they were going to fight. The Black God reached out with a growl that Tane felt in his bones, in his very soul. Blind panic consumed him, and he lashed out at that humongous hand.
            The blade bit into flesh.
            “Aaaiiee!” Dakar thundered, yanking his hand back.
            “Yes! You hurt him,” Raven cried. She darted in and thrust into his side. “Die, monstrosity!”
            Dakar snarled and swung a massive arm at her. The Tyrian darted and ducked, stabbing him twice more before falling back out of reach. 
            “I stung him,” she said, looking utterly delighted.
            Tane stared at her a second. How could anyone love fighting so much? If she lost, Dakar would eat her soul. So Tane couldn’t allow her to die. No more friends could die for him.
            “Your unholy reign of terror ends here,” Tane growled low as he focused on Dakar. 
            Quinn and Armin attacked while the God was distracted by Raven. Seeing Him distracted again, Tane rushed straight at him. Dakar responded faster than anticipated, swinging his arm around to smash Tane away. 
            Tane turned into the arm. He swung Kamain’s Wrath with all his strength, chopping deep into the God’s flesh even as he was knocked to his back. 
            Dakar howled in pain, but Tane proved unable to hang onto the hilt. The Sword of Power went clattering across the temple. Tane rolled onto his belly and stared at the skittering sword as it stopped at Nizar’s feet. The evil priest reached down and picked it up triumphantly.
            “Fuck me to tears,” Raven said.
            “Victory is mine!” Dakar roared at the heavens.
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            “No, no, no,” Jessy whispered.
            Tane lay on his back, with Dakar standing over him. Defeated. Seconds from death. And she played a part in bringing her cousin down, and helped the Black God win. 
            “What have I done? How could I be so stupid?”
            The Tyrian, elf, and Vikon warrior charged Dakar, distracting Him just enough for Tane to scramble away. But then Dakar quickly forced them all back to the forge. The God faltered, giving the forge a wary look.
            “You will continue to make Swords of Power for me, swordsmith,” Dakar’s booming voice commanded.
            “I will not.”
            “Then I will have you all sacrificed upon My altar, and devour your immortal souls.”
            Jessy’s breath caught. Was there anything worse than losing your soul? She struggled to comprehend the very idea of her, or anyone’s, soul being eaten. No eternal reward, or punishment. Just an end of existence.
            She shook her head. Unacceptable. That went against nature. If nothing else, it proved the depths of Dakar’s evil.
            Nizar moved up to Dakar’s left rear, holding the Sword of Power across his uplifted hands, as if he wanted to present it to his God. She moved closer, watching every move anyone made. Her heart hammered harder and harder the closer she got to Dakar.
            Evil radiated off the God. He stank of the Pit, as well. Her skin crawled as she stopped to Nizar’s left rear, careful to keep the priest between her and that most evil God. Only she held her sword by the hilt.
            “I grant you one final chance, swordsmith,” Dakar said. “Continue to make Swords of Power for me. Or my priest Nizar will start sacrificing your friends on my altar.” Dakar looked back at Jessy. “He’ll start with your cousin.”
            “No! Leave her alone,” Tane screamed, rage and despair warring across his face.
            I can’t allow Tane to make that unholy choice, she thought. 
            Jessy stepped closer to Nizar, and then thrust her sword into his back. The priest bowed back, eyes huge as he flung his arms wide.
            She tried to grab the Sword of Power out of Nizar’s hands, but he lost his grip before she could get there. The sword clattered at his feet, and then he spun to face her. His foot struck the Sword of Power, sending it skittering across the floor.
            Dakar spun on her, roaring his fury as he lifted a massive fist to smash her to mush. She looked up and gasped. He caught her eyes, and she felt His vile magic wash through her, freezing her to the spot. No escaping death.
            My soul, she thought. Please, Ashtar, save Tane.
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            “Jessy!” Tane screamed when Dakar turned on her.
            Nizar turned on her as well, and Tane spotted the sword in his back. Joy burst within. Jessy found her way back. Then he spotted the Sword of Power clattering toward him.
            He only froze for a second. “Thank you, Kamain!”
            Tane and Armin lunged toward the sword at the same time. He snatched Kamain’s Wrath up before Armin. The Vikon warrior tried to take the blade away in his rage for vengeance. Quinn yanked Armin off, while Raven came up beside Tane in support.
            “I’m with you,” she said. “Kill him!”
            Dakar slanted a look back at him. That hesitation was enough. Jessy broke free of her stupor and darted away. And rage filled Tane as he charged Dakar.
            “Die, you monster!”
            The uplifted fist came down and back at Tane. He dropped and rolled under that vicious blow, coming back onto his feet inside Dakar’s guard. Tane thrust straight into the bestial God’s belly, and then twisted his blade back out. Blood followed the blade out, but only a little. 
            He heals too fast!
            “The heart!” Raven screamed. “Stab Him in the heart!”
            “Cut off his head!” Armin shouted. “Kill him! Kill him!”
            The Vikon warrior broke free of Quinn. Dakar took another swing at Tane, forcing him to backpedal. Raven raced past him, and almost got within striking range. But Dakar backhanded her, sending the Tyrian warrior flying over Tane.
            Armin attacked Dakar’s right flank while he was distracted with Raven, thrusting his sword into the God’s side. Dakar snarled as He spun on Armin. 
            “Run!” Tane screamed.
            The Vikon, face a mask of rage, attacked again. He slashed Dakar’s fist when the God tried to punch him. Then he stepped up on Dakar’s bent right knee, surged up, and thrust his sword through the God’s throat. 
            Tane didn’t see any sign it hampered Dakar at all. Instead, the God seized Armin by the throat with his left hand. His right reached for the Vikon’s head. 
            Boom!
            The white hot energy arrow against Dakar’s left flank. 
            “Joelle!” Tane cried, but turned to find Raven wearing the bow rings. She sent another energy arrow into the God.
            Boom!
            “I will devour all of your souls!” 
            Dakar lifted Armin above his head with both hands. The Vikon had a knife in each hand, and was still trying to get to the God. Tane thought Dakar was going to throw Armin across the chamber. But he didn’t.
            Another arrow struck Dakar’s chest, right over his heart. Boom! And then the unfazed God bellowed in rage, and yanked Armin straight down across his knee.
            Tane, Raven, and Quinn all cried out in horror. Armin had a shocked look on his face, and then he went limp.
            “You murderer!” Tane screamed, and charged.
            Dakar smirked at him as he dropped Armin’s body to the floor and started to rise. Tane remembered both Raven and Armin as he closed, inside the God’s guard. He noticed Dakar tense, expecting a thrust into his belly again. A very painful wound from the Sword of Power, but one that would instantly heal nonetheless. 
            It can’t heal if I don’t pull the sword out, Tane thought.
            Tane jumped, bringing his left foot down on Dakar’s right knee. His momentum pushed him upward and forward, even as he picked his spot and thrust with all his might. Dakar tried to lunge backwards, but too late.
            “Yes!” Quinn cried. 
            The Sword of Power thrust into Dakar’s chest, right through His foul heart. Tane didn’t relent until the crossguard pressed against His unholy flesh. And then the God spun and cried out in pain.
            Tane went tumbling, landing headfirst on the floor. He rolled away, head spinning. The maelstrom thundered furiously from the portal in the middle of the temple. Was it louder now? Tane shook the cobwebs out as he struggled to his feet.
            “That’s a mortal wound,” Quinn said, suddenly seizing Tane. “You did it.”
            Tane stared at Dakar a moment. “No. Not yet.”
            Dakar frantically tried to get a grip on the hilt, but whether it was Kamain repulsing his hands, or the God had become mad with desperation, he had failed to do so. But Tane didn’t trust in luck.
            Pointing past Dakar at the maelstrom. “We have to get him into that! Help me push him in!”
            Tane took off after Dakar. He veered around to put the wounded God between him and the portal, before charging in and smashing into him. Dakar went reeling backwards. Then Quinn raced up, leaping high, and kicked Dakar in the chest with both feet. That sent the God back toward the maelstrom swirling out of the portal, but he stopped short.
            “My turn,” Raven said as she ran past, leaping up to kick Him with both feet. 
            Her lighter weight didn’t push the massive God back much, but left him teetering at the edge of the portal. Tane’s eyes narrowed, and he took off running as fast as he could. He jumped up, and slammed both feet into Dakar right next to the embedded Sword of Power.
            Dakar cried out in rage and agony. He started to topple backwards. Tane’s eyes light up with joy, until Dakar’s burning red eyes locked on him. The falling God snarled and reached for Tane. 
            “No!” Quinn cried, coming in fast and leaping up to kick Dakar the rest of the way into the portal.
            Only Dakar seized the half-elf’s leg. Tane and Raven lunged toward them, reaching for Quinn’s outstretched arms. But Tane knew they were too late.
            “Quinn!” Raven screamed.
            And then they were gone. Tane stared at the portal as the maelstrom reversed, and started flowing into the portal. He looked at Raven, who knelt beside him, tears flowing.
            Tane looked around the chamber. Jessy was over nudging Nizar with her foot, making sure he was dead. Joelle’s body remained unmoving beside the wall, with Armin’s crumpled body between them. 
            Raven opened her arms, and they fell into each other crying.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 98
 
            Tane stared at the holy forge for the last time. For two weeks he’d toiled over it, making four more Swords of Power. Not welded blades, but true swords. 
            “May this forge never be needed again,” he said.
            “Agreed,” Raven whispered, while Jessy nodded.
            The two women flanked him in the ancient temple. Neither wanted to return, but Tane needed it. One last look to ensure everything was truly finished. Dakar was gone, sealed away forever.
            He turned and walked slowly over to the middle of the chamber. They stopped at the edge of the dais. Tane was tall enough to see the four, silvery Swords of Power forming a cross over the sealed portal. Their runes glowed the orange of a hearth fire. Black-streaked dark red marble filled the hole where once Dakar emerged and unleashed the maelstrom. He was told it sealed itself.
            I suspect it was really the Arisen who sealed it. Probably Kamain.
            The people of Caeren promised to place a bronze plaque there to warn against removing the Swords of Power. They’d already drilled a hole in the marble floor to hold it. The rest of the chamber had been cleaned, leaving the marble gleaming in the still glowing lights above.
            “I wonder how long those lights will glow after they seal the city again,” he asked.
            Raven shrugged. “It was Dakar’s magic that lit them, so I’m surprised they’re still giving light. I suspect the light will fade soon.”
            “Hush,” Jessy said. “Never speak His name. Don’t test fate like that.”
            Tane touched Raven’s hand when she started to reply. He’d had enough arguing to last ten lifetimes. 
            “Let us pay our last respects,” he said, turning for the door.
            They left the temple. The Progressional remained lit up as well. The citizens of Caeren had cleaned it. And they’d and constructed two small mausoleums of white marble. One for Quinn, which remained empty. The other held both Joelle and Armin. Tane asked that they be laid to rest together, arm-in-arm. Together for all eternity.
            “Do you think their souls – “ Jessy started.
            “Shh,” Tane said. “They are together. Do not even consider anything else.”
            Jessy and Raven nodded. The very thought that… Tane’s heart hammered. He had to distract his chaotic mind by reading the tombs. Both proclaimed that Quinn, Joelle, and Armin were great heroes. Their names would be spoken in every temple across the land. The priests and people would praise their sacrifice, and pray for their immortal souls. 
            “Sleep well, my friends,” Tane whispered, placing a hand on each marble tomb. “Together, we fought the good fight and won. I will forever be grateful for the time we spent together, good and bad. You honored me with your friendship. Thank you.”
            He stepped back to let Raven say her good-byes. Jessy hugged him, tears flowing.
            “I wish I’d known them like you did,” she whispered. 
            After Raven, Jessy’s prayers for them were short. Tane led the way out of the ancient dwarven city. They found most of Caeren’s citizens outside waiting in the late afternoon cold, children up in trees. There were no Arisen priest as yet, but the Lord Mayor bowed to them.
            “You won’t seal the city until after a priest arrives to give the Last Rites?” Tane asked.
            “Yes,” the short, rail-thin man said, nodding. 
            Indeed, all of the survivors looked on the verge of starvation, yet they labored hard to honor Quinn, Joelle, and Armin. Tane was grateful. 
            He looked past them. Seven horses waited. They were all the mounts the two groups rode coming to Caeren. Tane was grateful they hadn’t eaten the horses. Beyond them waited three warhawks and riders. King Borric of Kestsax sent them to carry Tane, Raven, and Jessy back.
            The thought of flying scared him. Also, dread welled up. What would he find when he got home? The town was abandoned last he passed through. How many still lived to return home? What about his family? How many, if any, would return? Tane dreaded finding out as much as he needed to know.
            “Fly or ride?” Raven asked. “You’re call, Tane. Either way, I’m with you all the way back.”
            “Flying will get us home tomorrow,” Jessy said, looking a little excited. “Riding a horse just hurts my backside.”
            It had rained and snowed most of the last two weeks. The roads were a mess. It could take twice as long to get back to Kestsax on horses. Even longer and more miserable if they walked.
            “What do you want, Raven?” he asked.
            “I’d rather fly, but riding doesn’t bother me either.”
            He nodded. Turning to the Lord Mayor. “We accept King Borric’s generous offer of the warhawks. The horses belong to you, Lord Mayor. Please take good care of them.”
            “We will, Hero,” he said. “Thank you. And again, it hurts us deeply that all of our wealth was stripped away by the Dakarian priests, for we want to shower you all with gold. Thank you for everything you’ve done, Tane Kyleson.”
            They bowed to the Lord Mayor, and all the people of Caeren bowed to them. Then Tane led Jessy and Raven to the three warhawks. All three looked brown to him, but Raven referred to them as “golden.”
            The riders all wore head to toe leather. Raven claimed it protected them from the wind. Apparently, warhawks could fly long distances quite fast. So fast that the wind could “burn” a person’s skin like the sun. Seemed unlikely, but he was about to find out for himself.
            “Riders, we are ready to go,” Tane said.
            The three riders, two men and a woman, smiled. The blonde woman waved Jessy over, while Tane and Raven split between the other two. The warhawks laid down like a chicken in the roost, allowing everyone to easily climb up into the two-person saddles.
            Tane paused to study the saddles. They looked much like horse saddles, with one seat in front of the other. As best he could tell, they were constructed similarly with leather over a wooden frame. Four wide straps held the saddle in place, all coming together at a buckle in the middle of the bird’s chest. The female rider’s saddle was died white, while Tane’s saddle was left natural, and Raven’s saddle was red.
            The people of Caeren began chanting, “Long live our heroes!”
            Tane looked past them at the entrance. The fallen were the true heroes. They sacrificed everything.
            The rider helped him strap down into the saddle, giving Tane a sheepskin cloak to keep him warm, before taking his place in front. 
            The warhawks rose up at a verbal command. And then, before Tane could steel himself, his bird leapt into the air. Vast, powerful wings thumped loudly. Tane felt it against his breastbone. But the bird rose up over the surrounding forest slowly, not straining at all. Looking back, he watched Jessy’s warhawk, and then Raven’s follow him up. 
            They flew in a spiral well above the city. He looked down upon Caeren, empty at the moment. Tane had looked down from Kestsax’s city walls, and thought that was high. Riding a warhawk gave him an all new perspective. 
            “How high will we fly?”
            The rider shrugged. “Couple hundred feet at least. We could reach a thousand feet or more, but it’s easier for the birds to fly lower.”
            They turned north. Side-by-side, the warhawks flew so fast the wind thundered in Tane’s ears. Soon, he found himself averting his eyes, feeling the burn as tears flowed. 
            “Relax and enjoy the flight,” the rider called back over the wind. “Look to the sides and down. It’ll be easier on your eyes. The land is beautiful this time of year.”
            Well, it was all white, with the rocks and trees looking dark against the white glare. Still, it was a winter wonderland as long as he avoided looking at burnt out towns and villages.
            Within a few hours he started seeing people on the few roads. They were trudging home in the cold and wet. He felt bad for them, while he sat high above wrapped in a very warm cloak. Well, his face, ears, and legs were quite cold.
            The warhawk’s motion proved similar to a horse’s, just not the least bit jarring. That rolling motion lulled him into a daze by sunset, and then into a fitful sleep afterwards.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter 99
 
            “To the right! Go right,” Tane cried. He pointed. “Over there. That’s my home village.”
            The rider veered in the desired direction. The other two birds fell back a bit and followed. Tane sat up straighter. His empty belly gurgled and pinched, but he no longer cared. Home.
            “That’s smoke coming out of that chimney,” he said. “And over there. And there.”
            Tane counted six chimneys with smoke rising straight up about two hundred feet, where upper-level winds disbursed them. As they neared Bracklin, Tane sought his family’s home. His excitement died when he spotted the house. No smoke. No sign of life.
            He looked down into the muddy streets as they flew five hundred feet above. Just a handful of people were out and about. They were too high up for him to recognize anyone. Obviously no one from his family. Were he and Jessy the last two?
            The warhawks turned toward Kestsax. Once the city had felt so far away. Yet, he could see the haze of smoke above the city from above Bracklin. It wouldn’t take the birds long to reach it. Just as well.
            I want to get this thing with the king over and done with, he thought. Jessy and I will wait at home for the others.
            After two weeks, he’d really hoped his family had made their way home. He had no idea how far north Dakar’s horde had traveled, but it didn’t move very fast. The fact no one had made it home dug at his nerves. Not what he was hoping.
            Tane saw a lot of activity in and around Kestsax. The opposite shore of the river looked packed with refugees returning. He suspected more than half were freed zombies. People filled the roads all around the city, most moving away, heading home. His family could be down there.
            The warhawks fell into a line, Tane’s bird leading. They started circling the city. His rider said he was waiting for permission to land. Kestsax had a small warhawk cote, which remained empty. Not a lot of warhawk riders visited the city. So he didn’t understand why they couldn’t just land. 
            “There,” the rider said, pointing down to a signalman with two small white flags. 
            Tane looked around the city. It looked so much smaller from above like that. The streets were full of people, but he noticed a lot of homes and other wooden structures were blackened ruins. All of the stone structures appeared to be intact.
            The signalman stood atop a tower, whipping those two flags around in a specific way. Tane understood it was a form of communication between ships, but hadn’t known that warhawk riders used flags, too.
            “We have permission to land in the Royal Plaza.”
            He easily located the Royal Plaza, which the Royal Castle opened into across a sickly green moat. The plaza was packed with people, far more densely than any other area of the city. Then he noticed all of the long tables set up.
            “What’s going on down there?”
            “A feast,” the rider said. “King Borric has declared this a holiday. A day of celebration.”
            “What are they celebrating?”
            “Life. Freedom.” The rider glanced back with a curious look. “And you.”
            “Me?”
            “You three are heroes,” he said. “You stopped the Beast. The world owes you a great debt.”
            “The Beast? Dakar?”
            He nodded. “Most don’t know His name, so call Him the Beast.”
            “He was a beast of a God, all right,” Tane muttered, returning his attention to the plaza. 
            The warhawk started to flap differently, slowing as he dropped from the sky. People were scrambling out of the way. Tane noticed all of the banners decorating the plaza. Kegs were piled up around the edges. No food out as yet.
            Glancing at the kegs. “Raven will be happy.”
            The warhawks came to a remarkably soft landing, despite how fast they came down. Tane, Raven, and Jessy dismounted with help from the people waiting, and then they watched the warhawks fly away.
            Tane noticed Jessy’s eyes were alight as she watched the birds leave.
            “Enjoy the flight?” he teased.
            “Yes!”
            The people of Kestsax pressed in with jubilant faces, clapping them on the back, hugging them, with many in tears as they expressed their thanks and gratitude. Raven managed to get a mug right away, draining it quite fast.
            “Ah, that was good,” she said, smacking her lips. “Life is good! Right boys!”
            That was met with cheers, and someone pressed another mug into her hands. Tane shook his head and accepted a mug as well. It proved to be watered down beer, but still tasted great. 
            The men and women all looked happy, yet even their joy couldn’t erase the ordeal they’d endure from their faces. In moments of calm, everyone’s eyes had a wild, haunted look. He prayed they all found ways to heal from what they’d suffered.
            Tane made it halfway through a second mug before trumpets sounded from the castle. Shouts of “The King!” echoed through the plaza. He looked at Jessy and Raven. Jessy licked her lips nervously, while Raven continued to laugh and joke with the admiring men surrounding her.
            King Borric and Queen Isobeth crossed the drawbridge surrounded by priests and courtiers. Indeed, the drawbridge completely filled up with people by the time the royal couple reached the plaza. And then King Borric stopped, looked around, and smiled.
            Tane thought the middle-aged king looked just as gaunt and starved as his subjects. His dark eyes had that same haunted look everyone now had. Well, not the Queen. She was quite young and beautiful. And well-fed. Yet, her blue eyes showed the hell she endured. Tane suspected one of Dakar’s priests took her as a lover, whether she wanted it or not.
            “Citizens of Kestsax, this is a joyous day for one and all,” King Borric shouted, his deep rich voice carrying to every corner of the suddenly hushed plaza. “The Beast is vanquished! Killed by the hand of one of our own: Tane Kyleson of Bracklin!”
            The people cheered, jumping up and down, some dancing. The king held up his hands for quiet. They settled down after a few minutes.
            “Today we will feast on the food the Dakarian priests hoarded for themselves,” he said with a sneer. A low growl came from the crowd. “Today we celebrate our victory, our freedom, and our very lives!”
            Again, the citizens of Kestsax exploded with cheers, laughter, and pure joy. Tane, Jessy, and Raven celebrated with them, faces wet with tears. Indeed, there were few dry faces to be seen.
            “And to make this day even better, the Heroes of the Land are here with us! Bring them forth, so we may honor them!”
            The people cheered, all turning toward Tane, Jessy, and Raven. A wide path opened up between them and King Borric. Tane in the middle, Jessy to his left, Raven to his right, the three of them started walking.
            While Raven walked with her head high, a smile on her face, Tane and Jessy stared at the crowd. He’d never seen anything like that. Never dreamed he’d ever be beloved like that. They were the peoples’ heroes.
            Not as heroic as they think, he thought, remembering how terrified and miserable he’d been most of the time.
            They stopped before King Borric. Queen Isobeth stood to his left rear, a smile on her face as she nodded. He noticed her eyes full of as yet unshed tears. Even the king looked teary-eyed.
            “These three heroes, and their three fallen comrades, have our eternal gratitude,” King Borric said. “They saved us all from a miserable fate beyond description.”
            “Three sacrificed everything, Your Majesty,” Tane said. “I ask that a monument be raised to honor them. Quinn. Joelle. Armin. Our friends forever.”
            “So it shall be done,” King Borric declared. “As well as honor you, Tane Kyleson. Jessy Calvandatter, and…” He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “Is Raven your real name, or a nickname?”
            “My real name is Emeraude Johandatter, but I prefer Raven.”
            “Emeraude Johandatter!” King Borric continued. “Commonly known as Raven.”
            “Good enough,” she whispered.
            Queen Isobeth stepped forward, handing the king a gold medal on a bright blue satin ribbon. Tane’s eyes widened as the king turned and smiled at him.
            “Tane Kyleson, you honored us all with your service and sacrifice,” King Borric said as he slipped the medal over Tane’s head. “Once the royal treasury is solvent, we will thank you a little more substantially.”
            Tane’s head spun out of control. It had never occurred to him that the king himself would give him such an honor. The medal had the look and weight of pure gold. His reaction surprised him as well. He never thought such a thing would make his head spin like that. By the time he regained control of his wits, King Borric had already given Raven and Jessy medals. 
            They turned to face the crowd, tears flowing down Tane’s face. Everyone was cheering, looking so happy. Raven palmed the medal, before lifting it up and biting it. She nodded, looking satisfied. He just shook his head and grinned.
            “Will you come back to Bracklin with us?” he asked Raven.
            “No. I have to go check on my friends and family,” she said. “Up north. So after getting drunk tonight, ending up in bed with the wrong man, I’ll take the first ship out tomorrow.”
            “I want to be her when I grow up,” Jessy whispered.
            “Please don’t,” he said.
            “Hey, I’m right here,” Raven said, grinning. “I can hear you.”
            Before Tane could reply, the king addressed them again.
            “There is more, young man,” King Borric said. He indicated five priests, each of a different Arisen God.
            Kamain’s priest spoke first. “We thought you’d like to know, the Beast died from the wound you inflicted to His heart. Since he died before Quinn, your friend’s soul was released to return to his goddess.”
            Raven actual gasped out a sob, dropping her face into her hands. Tane felt such a weight lifted.
            “What about Joelle and Armin?”
            A priest of Maag nodded. “Their souls were released to Maag. So they are safe with the Goddess.”
            Tane thought his knees would give out. He hugged Raven tightly, and they cried together.
            “Thank you,” he said.
            “One other thing…” Queen Isobeth said, pulling Tane’s eyes toward her. “Last, but definitely not…”
            “Momma!” Jessy screamed, and took off running past the king and queen.
            Tane’s breath caught when he spotted his uncle and aunt, two of their other children behind them. His heart skipped a beat. Where were the other children? And then he spotted his mother.
            “Mother!”
            His father stepped out beside her as Tane raced to them. Joseph, Kandy, and Oscar stood with them, all smiling with those haunted eyes. They hugged and cried.
            “Thank Kamain you all stayed together.”
            “We didn’t, but we all survived,” his father said. “Joseph and Kandy stayed together, and your mother hung onto Oscar despite the trance.”
            “Mother’s instincts,” she said.
            Everyone was guided to seats at the High Table. Tane found himself sitting next to King Borric, with Jessy next to Queen Isobeth. Raven took a seat far to his right, surrounded by attentive young noblemen.
            When it was Tane’s turn to offer a toast, he lifted his mug high. “To life, love, and family!”
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