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Prelude

The sword shimmered beautifully, untouched by the blood.
Though the hilt dripped with gore and the hand holding it was stained black with blood, the blade itself shone. It reflected the sun overhead, but not the field of twisted corpses, not the blood. He stared at that sword for a long time, seeing his own eyes alight, before he finally looked away.
Before, there had been a purpose to the bodies that lay strewn across the field. A meeting, a potential truce, a trade agreement. That purpose had crumbled away like words on a burning parchment. Everything that had mattered to them was just fuel for the flame.
That flame still burned at the center of the battlefield. Against his will he found his gaze rising to look at the man holding the sword. Just to look at him was to feel a surge of hope that tore through him no matter how hard he fought it. He fled that hope and forced himself to focus on the bodies.
He had thought that he knew violence. As a warrior he walked alongside it and heard it ringing in his mind. There had been a beauty to it, a satisfaction in the flow of combat. The slaughter before him had broken that joy before he had ever realized how much it mattered to him.
But the battle had been won, more decisively than he had known was possible. Former enemies sprawled together on the ground, some holding weapons and some struck down from behind. He tried to tell himself that they were all the same in death, but that gleaming sword had cleaved a line between them. There would be no truce now.
The victor stood in the center of the carnage, holding a corpse in one hand and that shining blade in the other. In his hands, the dead body seemed appropriate, the man's dying breaths the final notes of a grand melody. The battle was over and all was right with the world.
"Don't be afraid." The survivor discarded the corpse and gave him a smile pure enough to make the heart shudder. "I'm the Hero."




Part 1

Dawn Again




Chapter 1

-
"Myths, legends, and rumors suffocate this subject. Even otherwise reputable scholars seem unable to resist the allure of the sensational, as if the subject matter itself is not enough. You are quite wise to commission this work, my king, as I will attempt to write the first account of the matter that relies only on verified facts.
"With that having been said, I will begin my treatise on the beings popularly known as the Deathspawn. This name is, of course, the first of many common misconceptions."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
Every time Tani thought she was nearing the end of her journey, her destination receded further away. She resisted the urge to look at her master's map again since she already knew it by heart. It had been three days of travel since the last town, so she should be nearly on top of the city of Bundlin. Yet her months of travel had taught her that the Chorhan Expanse was a vast place indeed.
As far as she was concerned, these wind-torn grasslands shouldn't even be considered part of the same region as the gentle forested hills of home. Her eyes had grown weary of the endless plains and monotonous Coran villages. When she saw a mound of stones ahead, it drew her gaze.
The vast boulders seemed to sprout from the earth itself, towering over the grass in imposing clusters. She had taken the time to examine many of them and run her hands over the ancient stone. Rainwater pooled in the spaces between boulders, giving life to trees and other plants that otherwise could not grow in the plains. Their strange and quiet beauty always drew her.
Unfortunately, shabby structures around the side of this mound ruined the effect. Compared to the somber stone, the mud bricks and boards looked flimsy and insubstantial. Many bright-haired Corans moved about, conducting trade and chattering to one another. Tani wanted to pass them, but decided that it would be better to understand the local situation instead of pressing on toward Bundlin.
As she approached, several of the Corans cast suspicious glances in her direction. Though she had found some Corans on her journey to be welcoming, she had no desire to push her luck. Instead of moving into the center of the trading post, she identified an old man near the edge who was selling aurochs jerky.
"Excuse me." Tani smiled at him as she approached, keeping her hands clear of the weapons at her side. "May I buy some?"
The old man stared at her, his jaw slowly working on a piece of the meat. Years in the sun had made his wrinkled skin nearly as dark as hers, though he could not be mistaken for Rhen even without the blond wisps of hair around his head. Eventually he gave a nod that wasn't entirely unfriendly.
"You can pay in our coin? No foreign stuff?"
"Yes, of course." Tani smiled and reached into the money pouch on her belt. Her fingers scraped the hardened leather before she found one of her few remaining coins. Her money only needed to last until she reached her destination, so she tried to put it out of mind.
Tani and the old man bartered a little over the price and soon she was chewing on some jerky. Corans always made their jerky thick with a taste of vinegar, but she enjoyed it. More importantly, the old man didn't seem likely to push her away, so she decided to ask some of her questions.
"Is it very far to Bundlin?"
"Not at all." The Coran man gestured over the grasses with an outthrust chin. "This is the last outpost before you reach the city walls. Last place you can trade without the damn Deathspawn taking their cut."
The word sent a thrill through Tani, but she kept her expression calm. "Is it true, then? Humans and Deathspawn live in Bundlin without killing each other?"
"Because they have a damn army."
"Well, yes, but it's not open warfare? You see, I am traveling from my tribe in order to learn if-"
Before she could even finish, the old man grunted and shook his head. He shifted away from her and began to rearrange the remaining bags of jerky he carried. In her own tribe, Tani would have persisted, but she knew better than to push stubborn Corans. There would be no answers about Bundlin here.
Instead Tani turned away from the old man and moved further into the small encampment, savoring her jerky. If this was the last outpost, then she was finally close. Part of her wanted to draw sein into her legs and sprint directly to the city, but she resisted the urge. Better to learn what she could from the local Corans before stumbling into what might be a dangerous situation.
"Hey! Where the hell did you get that?"
The angry voice pulled Tani from her thoughts and she turned to find a young Coran man stomping toward her. His expression forced her to immediately prepare herself for a threat. Was he a warrior? It could be difficult to tell with Corans, since many of their laborers were heavily muscled. He didn't carry the usual shield, but not all Coran warriors did.
"Just because we don't have soldiers doesn't mean you can take what you want! This isn't some Rhen village!" The man got close to her, glaring at the jerky in her hands. "Where did you get that?"
"Oh, this is a misunderstanding." Tani smiled and pointed back to the old man. "I purchased this food from him."
"If that's true, you won't mind going and asking him." With that, the Coran man reached out and grabbed her upper arm.
In that moment, Tani realized that the young man was no warrior. The strength in his grip was nothing like the power that a warrior trained in the sein arts would have possessed. Based on his confidence, she had assumed he was at least as skilled as she was.
Tani took a deep breath and let her sein flow through her body. As always, the scent of mint floated to her from above the sky. She might have been smaller than the Coran man, but his untrained body couldn't match her full strength. Instead of using it, however, Tani simply resisted his efforts to pull her along.
"I am glad to prove my good conduct," she said, "but I will not be treated as a thief. Let go of me."
"Don't talk back! If you try to slip out of this..." The man tugged on her arm and Tani finally tugged back, easily pulling out of his grip.
A sensible civilian who unknowingly attacked a sein-trained warrior would have apologized. Instead, the Coran man lunged at her with a growl, raising his arms as if to tackle her to the ground. Tani very nearly drew her sickle knife on instinct, but spilling Coran blood in Coran territory would be madness.
Instead she merely ducked to the side, using the man's momentum against him, grasping his arm, and sending him tumbling to the ground. From his perspective he sprawled in the dust in an instant. Slowly he turned to stare up at her, but his surprise soon turned to anger.
"Rhen bitch... the guards won't let you get away with this!"
"We are both travelers on the Chorhan Expanse," Tani said. She had intended to say more, but at that moment a hush fell over the encampment.
When Tani looked up, she immediately saw why: a troop of Deathspawn marched to the outpost's boundary. Compared to them, she and the Coran man no longer looked so different. Tani stayed very still, examining the soldiers for differences from those who threatened her home.
All of these Deathspawn had mottled brown or dark blue skin and hairless heads. Their eyes gleamed red, yet what troubled her more was how their pupils were irregular and horizontal, like an animal's. Most wore little armor, leaving their muscular chests bare. Only a few wore the squat helms or metal belts she remembered from the war bands she'd witnessed.
Tani bent down beside the Coran man and helped him back up. He didn't object, his eyes locked on the Deathspawn as they formed up near the encampment. No one was running in terror or attacking, yet she felt the tension constrict around them.
"Will they attack?" Tani asked the young man in a soft voice.
"If they try to steal our profits, they'll learn Coran strength." He struck a fist into the palm of his other hand and Tani stared at him in surprise.
"Are you mad? You intend to fight them here?" Memories of the bloodshed she'd seen leapt unbidden to her mind and she had to struggle to keep herself calm.
The man glanced at her and scoffed. "Should have expected as much from a Rhen. Cower if you want, but we won't let them push us around."
Judging from the way the other Corans cringed and bowed to the advancing Deathspawn, they would do exactly that. Tani glanced over the encampment nervously, her fingers running over the handles of her knives. Though the confrontation had not yet become a battle, she could smell the violence in the air.
Attacking the group would be insanity for the untrained Corans and foolish even for her. Some of the Deathspawn would be untrained soldiers, but they would be familiar with sein-trained warriors and ready for her. Others might have strength and speed equal to hers, and most likely some would be much stronger. Tani was confident in her arts, but she knew she was no warrior out of myths.
"We don't care that you're trading out here." One of the Deathspawn called out as he approached, hand on the axe at his belt but not drawing it. As he drew closer to the Corans, he removed his helm as well. "We only seek news about a caravan. Tell us what you know and you can keep your lives."
While the Deathspawn leader began to interrogate the nearest merchants, Tani found herself creeping closer to get a better look at him. Without his helm in the way, she could actually see him better. He appeared to be completely hairless, even his eyebrows merely ridges of muscle. The back of his skull was larger than a human's, but her gaze slid to the sides of his head. Instead of ears, there were only raised rings of bone.
Tani tore herself from her observations to focus on the leader's words. It was amazing that Deathspawn were talking to humans as if they expected to be given answers, yet the Corans only seemed resentful. Some even tried to give answers about this strange caravan, though the Deathspawn leader didn't seem pleased.
From what she could gather, the Deathspawn searched for a specific caravan across the Chorhan Expanse, but they stayed silent on their exact reasons. Clearly it was something more important than some merchant trader, yet without giving more information, their interrogations proved fruitless.
"Damn monsters..." Tani heard the words and turned just in time to spot the young Coran picking up a sword and shield. She should have stopped him, yet the foolishness of his attack stunned her as he advanced toward the Deathspawn. The soldiers were growing tense, and it would only take the slightest violence for the confrontation to turn into a slaughter...
One of the boulders rose and stepped into the young man's way. Tani stared in shock as she realized that she was seeing a Deathspawn Catai.
The towering mass of dark blue muscle had looked like stone in the shadows of the mound, but now moved to intercept the Coran man. Tani was shorter than most, yet even the tallest men she knew would have been two heads shorter than the enormous Deathspawn. Despite that, his proportions were as squat as the others, each arm thicker than her waist. Unlike the lesser soldiers, his skin was unmottled, unless the white stripes on his shoulders were skin instead of paint.
"Let's not do anything stupid." The Deathspawn stared down at the young man with a smirk that bared sharp teeth. "Are you really going to attack me with that?"
As he spoke, the Catai let sein flow through him, removing all doubt. Though it could be difficult to feel the sein of others, it didn't matter when there was so much of it. Tani not only smelled mint, she tasted and felt it, the raw power clogging all her senses.
Yet the untrained fool actually took a step forward and raised his shield. As if it would do any good. Looking past the Catai's power, Tani saw that he carried an enormous maul on his back. Though clumsily crafted, if swung with that much strength... now Tani understood why her master had told her not to even contemplate fighting a Catai.
Before either the young man or the Deathspawn could attack, the Deathspawn leader barked several words in their own language. Seeing the discomfort of the others, he switched to the Coran tongue. "The humans don't know anything. Wherever they are, they didn't come this way."
"Fine. Let's stop wasting time." The Catai turned away to join the soldiers.
At that moment, the young man attacked.
His sword stabbed the Catai in the back... and failed even to draw blood. Tani could only stare: she knew that masters of sein could defend themselves with certain arts, but the Catai didn't seem to need any techniques. The blow accomplished so little that Tani imagined that everyone in the encampment could have struck him from all sides and been no more than buzzing flies.
With an annoyed grunt, the Catai turned back and grabbed the young Coran around his upper arm. The massive fingers flexed, bone cracked, and the man screamed out in pain. Instead of turning to finish the young man off, the enormous Deathspawn simply tossed him aside like so much trash.
"Stay out of our way." The Catai stared over the encampment - Tani held her breath as his eyes swept past her - then he turned away. All the Deathspawn marched away over the grasslands and everyone could only watch until they were out of sight.
Eventually Tani managed to breathe again. Her sickle knife still hung at her side and her throwing knives remained in their sheathes. Both would have been useless. Tani knew that she was a year or two from becoming a full warrior, but even then she couldn't fight a monster like that. If anyone could, it would be the masters of her tribe.
Yet that only increased her resolve to reach Bundlin and find an answer. Her tribe might not attack as foolishly as the Coran man, but if they entered into war... she shuddered as she imagined the violence she had glimpsed tearing apart everyone she knew. Even if they won, so many would die that the victory would mean nothing.
Just like after the first raid, she felt as though if she just understood enough, she could prevent that war. The Deathspawn weren't utter monsters - the Catai hadn't even killed the young man for attacking him. There had to be an answer that would let her avoid that future. Maybe she could find that answer in Bundlin, though she struggled to imagine humans and Deathspawn living together in peace.
The young Coran lay on the ground, trying to stifle sounds of pain. Tani crouched down beside him and looked at his arm in concern. "Are you okay? How bad is the break?"
"I don't want your pity." The Coran man glared at her and squared his shoulders. It obviously hurt him, but he refused to acknowledge the pain.
After staring back at him for a while longer, Tani simply sighed and walked away. If her help was unwanted, she would not offer it. Around them, the encampment had filled with nervous activity as everyone began to react to the events. If there had ever been a chance of getting useful information from the people here, it had passed.
Instead Tani walked back into the grasslands, again toward Bundlin. Though tension still filled her mind from the confrontation, she found herself doubly certain that she wanted to reach the city and learn some kind of answer. Her journey would have no purpose unless she could learn something about the Deathspawn and bring a real answer back to her tribe.
Once Tani finished eating her piece of jerky, she began moving at a comfortable run. She let sein flow from deep within herself to encompass her legs, propelling her more quickly through the golden grasses. Sprinting the rest of the way would exhaust her strength, but a short run would help calm her mind.
Tani slipped into the familiar arts of running. Hopes and apprehensions floated through her mind and she noted them, but she didn't let them control her. Instead she made mental plans for when she reached Bundlin. Provided that there was no immediate threat, she needed to meet her tribe's contact and fulfill her official duties. Then she would be free to learn more of the Deathspawn.
The sun burned high in the sky by the time Tani began to hope she was close. Bundlin supposedly spanned a river and she ran between more bushes and larger plants now. Yet as she continued east, she began to hear strange sounds and realized that her journey wasn't over yet.
Screams and cries sounded ahead of her. Tani took a deep breath, slipped her sickle knife into one hand and a throwing knife into the other, and resumed running.
She wanted to sprint to see the conflict and help if she could, but she forced herself to maintain a steady pace so that she wouldn't arrive exhausted. Judging from the sounds, the violence was close, yet she could see nothing. The only object nearby that could block her vision was a small hill of boulders, so she redirected herself toward it.
As she drew closer, she could hear the voices more clearly - fear, pain, anger. Tani bit her lip and let herself move a little faster. After coming this far, she didn't want to find that the far east was just as swept up in violence as the rest of the Chorhan Expanse.
Running straight for the side of the stones, Tani drew more sein into her legs. Not letting herself fear failure, she leapt, trusting her increased strength to take her to the top of the first rock instead of crashing into the side.
Her boot hit the stone hard, but she managed to absorb the shock with her knee and pushed upward. In several quick hops she ascended the pile of boulders, mint burning in her nostrils. Tani slowed down as she reached the top, dropping into a crouch on the highest boulder to examine the scene before her.
Several bodies lay on the ground, their blood staining the grass. A group of Corans huddled together, wailing. Coran warriors faced off against Deathspawn soldiers, apparently trying to keep the soldiers from attacking a human woman and her child.
Tani nearly acted then, even raised her throwing knife, but she managed to restrain the instinct. Her master had always taught her to see truly before acting truly. It was not a lesson she had mastered, but after coming this far to see the truth, she couldn't act impulsively.
So even as the handles of her knives grew sweaty, Tani forced herself to look more carefully. It might have been a battle not long ago, but currently the warriors were only threatening one another, not truly fighting. There was a lean man with hair much too dark to be Coran who was standing between them, calling for order.
When Tani looked at the huddle of civilians again, her eyes grew wide. The wailing group might have blond hair, but their skin was mottled gray-green... they were Deathspawn. Deathspawn wearing ragged clothes instead of armor, none of them carrying weapons, fear obvious even in their red eyes.
Tani rocked backward and her instincts only barely saved her from falling from her perch. She had never believed that Deathspawn could just pop out of the ground as some said, but that hadn't prepared her to see Deathspawn noncombatants cringing and helpless. They looked so ordinary, especially with hair and clothing that could be mistaken for Coran.
A moment later she thought to look to the woman and child, her gaze snapping to them. Both Deathspawn, and now she could see that they were being held hostage by the Corans, not protected. The child clung to her mother's leg, staring at the armed humans in terror. Though the Deathspawn girl's hands had claws and her teeth looked uncomfortably sharp, she looked so much like a human child that Tani felt a surge of connection in a way she never had with the invading Deathspawn armies.
Tani had initially assumed that the Deathspawn soldiers had attacked the Corans, yet now she didn't know what to make of the standoff. There were warriors of both groups, yes, but it seemed that the Coran men had captured the Deathspawn woman and child. Only the strange man stood in between both groups, calling for order. She had a feeling she would need a long time to truly understand this conflict.
As much as she wanted to keep staring, Tani realized that she didn't have that option. The advancing Coran men looked angry and several of them had minor injuries. Whatever had occurred, they weren't going to let things end so easily. Tani wanted to act, but without knowing the truth of the situation before her, that would be unwise.
The dark-haired man stepped forward to meet the Corans. He raised both hands to show that he was unarmed, holding only a roll of white bandages. Though his hair was as dark and straighter than her own, Tani didn't think he was Nelee or even Rhen at all. But given how little she knew about the eastern Rhen tribes, perhaps he might be.
She couldn't quite hear his words, but some of the Coran men began to lower their weapons. Tani stood up, easing her grip on her knives and hoping that the conflict might have passed peacefully. Then she could get some answers about-
One of the Coran men abruptly rounded on the Deathspawn woman and child, raising his sword. He moved with sein-enhanced speed, but strangely the healer flinched immediately, as if his eyes could follow the movement. Yet instead of helping, he hesitated, and one of the other Coran men slammed a shoulder into him, knocking him sprawling.
Tani didn't hesitate.
Even as she saw the healer fall, she began leaping down the boulders, propelled by all the sein she could manage. She was already streaking through the air, knives in hand, when her mind caught up with her body and she had a disorienting moment of being completely unsure what she needed to do. She didn't know anyone involved, didn't know what had happened, and had fought Deathspawn until that day.
But she saw a trained warrior moving to cut down a terrified child. And seeing the little girl's expression, Tani realized that her decision was already made.
She threw a knife as soon as she was in range - a bad throw, not flying true but instead striking the man lengthwise. Yet thrown with as much strength as was surging through her body, it still made him stagger. He turned away from the Deathspawn girl, searching for the threat.
Tani had already closed most of the distance, but another Coran lunged into her path, swinging at her neck. Had he been a fully-trained warrior, his swing would have taken off her head. As it was, Tani barely had enough time to duck underneath it, the blade slicing at her short hair.
She dug one foot into the earth and swung her other leg around, sweeping the man off his feet. As he started to fall, she pushed hard off the ground, throwing herself at her target as hard as she could.
The Coran warrior knew what he was doing, saw her coming, and struck at her. But she had expected that, her sickle knife flashing up to deflect his sword. That let her ram straight into him with her shoulder. She had expected her speed would overcome the weight difference between them... but the man managed to regain his balance before falling.
There was a fleeting moment where she could have stabbed him, but Tani hesitated. She didn't understand the situation, didn't know if he deserved death... and now he was thrusting down at her, forcing her to dodge backward.
That left them facing each other and Tani wondered if she would regret not stabbing him when she had the chance. Among the Rhen tribes, Coran warriors had a reputation as lumbering brutes. But seeing how smoothly this warrior moved, noting the scars on his bare arms... even if he was no master, that didn't mean that she could overcome him.
"Enough!" Someone shouted from nearby and Tani tried to look without drawing too much attention from her opponent. It was the healer who had spoken, but at that moment another one of the Coran warriors rushed at her.
If he had been aiming for her, Tani couldn't have reacted in time... but he didn't attack her at all. Instead he grabbed the other Coran man's wrist, wrenching it and making him drop his sword before flinging him to the ground. The two warriors struggled, but it was obvious that the new warrior was stronger and trying to restore order.
Looking back, Tani saw that the crisis had ended and let herself breathe normally again. Several Deathspawn soldiers eyed her, but one just gave her a curt nod. The Coran man who had attacked the healer had been wrestled to the ground by the others and there was no one currently threatening the frightened Deathspawn.
Thinking of them, Tani looked to the mother and child. Both stared at her, the mother with a grim look Tani didn't understand and the child with wild-eyed wonder. They almost didn't look like Deathspawn at all... but then again, before that day, she hadn't even been sure if Deathspawn actually had women and children.
"Are you okay?" Tani smiled and leaned down to look at the child, but the girl shrieked in terror and ran. The mother hastily moved to catch her, while Tani backed up and raised her hands to show she meant no harm. Maybe it was best not to get involved until she understood more of what was going on.
When she turned back, she found the healer approaching her. He gave a thin, weary smile. "Thank you for your help."
"What exactly is going on here?"
He stared at her for a moment, then sighed and gave a helpless gesture. Tani used the pause to actually look at him for the first time. Up close, his narrow blue eyes made it obvious that he wasn't Rhen. His skin was paler than most Rhen, but darker than a Coran, which suggested he might be Oken. There weren't many Oken this far east, but his presence was far from the strangest thing about the situation.
Now that she got a better look at him, she realized that he was a young man, at most a few years older than her. Hair a little longer than hers framed a lean but handsome face. He wore a dark brown Coran tunic with a black mantle over it. The mantle was much higher quality than the rough tunic, embroidered with triangular designs she assumed were Oken patterns.
"Normally, I might say it's hard to explain. But you leapt to defend them, so perhaps..." He was looking at her as well, his gaze shifting from the sickle knife in her hand to the weapons at her belt. That was a warrior's look, and he had reacted quickly before, yet he had been knocked aside so easily... "That was very well done, throwing the knife non-lethally. Hopefully this will end without anyone else dying."
Though Tani wasn't entirely sure what to make of this man, he was the only person explaining anything and he seemed friendly, so she gave him a rueful smile. "Truthfully, I didn't plan that. I've never tried to throw while running that fast before."
"Well, it helped a great deal. We need to resolve this as quickly as possible, but if you come with me, I'll fill you in. Unless you need to be somewhere else?"
"I can follow you."
"My name is Slaten, by the way."
"I am Tani of the Nelee." She gave him a brighter smile and he smiled back, but then turned to head back to the main group.
Tani moved beside him, analyzing the situation again. The Deathspawn group was now less terrified, though they still watched suspiciously from behind their soldiers. Another small group of Coran men had formed as well. One of them thrust a bloody arm out in their direction.
"Damn nasty cut. Think it needs a proper healer?" The man spoke gruffly but familiarly. Slaten examined the injury and Tani realized that most of the blood was coming from a single cut higher on the warrior's arm. It was a deep cut - the warrior would be in a great deal of pain once his sein gave out.
"Let's bandage it for now," Slaten said. "You and your friends should go as soon as possible. They'll be sending someone to investigate."
"The damn Deathspawn don't do a thing to guard this side of Bundlin. What makes you think they'll get here soon?"
"Better to be cautious." Slaten took out a dark cloth and began to clean the wound before applying the bandages he carried.
While he started his work, Tani carefully cleaned her sickle knife and returned her weapon to its hook on her belt. After that, she shifted beside Slaten and folded her arms. She took a moment to watch his movements: steady, but not the actions of an experienced healer. Though she was curious about him, she had more important questions.
"So, can you finally tell me about what happened here?"
Slaten didn't answer for a time, working in silence, then spoke without looking at her. "A Deathspawn caravan of civilians was coming to Bundlin when they were attacked by bandits. Some managed to escape, but when they drew near the city, they met these Coran guards on patrol. Both sides assumed the worst and attacked each other."
Tani pondered that silently while the Coran man made a disgusted noise and spat onto the grass. "It's not right, Deathspawn taking over like this. Now me, I'm not stupid. But can you blame the boys for wanting to take them out while we have the chance?"
Without answering, Slaten tugged on the knot to finish the bandage. Judging from the man's grunt, he pulled on it tighter than might have been necessary, but Coran men didn't acknowledge pain, so he pretended that it hadn't happened. But that was less important than the confirmation that was slowly coming home to Tani.
"So it's true. In Bundlin, humans and Deathspawn live side by side."
The warrior was about to say something, but at that moment Slaten clapped him on the shoulder. "That should do for now. Get the other guards and get out of here, fast. And get your story straight."
Grumbling, the warrior left. Slaten looked after him for a while, then turned to look at her and suddenly it was as if they stood alone together. The Coran guards argued with one another and the Deathspawn civilians murmured in their own language, but that didn't seem to matter. A stillness descended around them as he met her gaze and she realized that he understood.
Tani swallowed. "So... the Deathspawn... are they...?"
"Like us? Yes." Slaten closed his eyes and was still for a moment. "I don't understand everything, and they don't come out of their side of Bundlin very often, but they're... I'd say 'human' but that isn't really appropriate, is it? They're not just monsters like in the stories."
"Then why the invasion? Why act like monsters?"
"I don't know. But the more I hear, the more I'm starting to think that it might not be like this everywhere. Somewhere else..." He left the sentence unfinished, but she thought she understood. Somewhere else, perhaps humans and Deathspawn weren't at war. Perhaps the invasion could end and there could be peace here as well. If she could just understand, she could keep her tribe from war.
After a moment, Tani frowned slightly. "Why the name, then?"
"Humans gave them that name and the army just adopted it for the sake of intimidation. They call themselves the mansthein."
"This is... all a bit much. I came here because I hoped the rumors might be true, but I guess part of me didn't expect to get an answer so quickly. It's a bizarre feeling." She wasn't sure why she spoke with Slaten so easily, but realized too late that she might be saying too much to a stranger. But Slaten just nodded slowly, as if he understood.
"It takes a while to adjust. I'm still not sure I-"
Mint burned into her mind as Tani sensed the rush of power a moment before it arrived. She threw herself back on pure instinct, skidding through the grass with a hand flying to her sickle knife, ready for an attack.
The Deathspawn Catai had arrived on the battlefield - and though Tani tried to think of him as "mansthein", just a person like her, she couldn't. That mass of muscle was so undeniably a killing machine, capable of slaughtering everyone around him. Worse, the sein flowing within him was even more powerful than when she had encountered him in the encampment.
"What the hell happened here?" The Catai roared down at Slaten, who lowered his eyes.
"Bandits attacked the caravan. We tried to defend them, but we couldn't reach them in time t-"
"Idiot!"
It shouldn't have been possible for someone so large to move that quickly, but Tani barely even saw the blow. The Deathspawn's fist struck Slaten in the chest with enough force to send him flying backward until he flattened against the boulders behind him and then crumpled.
Tani crouched low, clutching her knife hilt even though she knew it couldn't do any good. She knew many warriors more powerful than her, but could they fight someone like this? Could even her master face such overwhelming might?
Fortunately, it seemed the new arrival had merely been venting his frustration. He stomped to the Coran guards, roaring condemnations at them. They flinched back, well-aware that even if all of them had attacked together, they would probably still have been left dead.
More importantly, Tani needed to check on Slaten. She let go of her knife and rushed over to where he picked himself up off the ground. He should have had broken ribs and possibly a cracked skull, but he seemed only stunned. That confirmed that he must have been trained in sein, or whatever the Oken called the equivalent arts. But if that was true, then why did he act like a clumsy healer instead of a warrior?
"He's not attacking?" Slaten asked. He looked dazed from the blow, but shook his head to clear it and managed to focus on the massive Catai. "Good, then he bought the story."
"The other Deathsp- the other mansthein won't tell him what happened?"
"I think they just want to reach safety. By the time they speak more openly about this, the moment will have passed and no one will get killed. There are many incidents like this."
Tani glanced at him, surprised by the weariness in his voice. But his gaze was impossible to read, so after a moment she just smiled at him. "I can imagine how difficult it is. It's open warfare across most of the Chorhan Expanse. But here... there's a possibility of something else, isn't there? For the fighting to finally end and for us to have peace?"
"I don't know." Slaten cast a dark glance over the scene, then turned to walk toward the city.
She stayed behind, watching both sides and trying to cope with everything she'd learned. Yes, the Deathspawn had vulnerable women and children... but they also had brutal warriors like the Catai. They might not be evil monsters from out of myths, but they were still the invading force that had razed villages and threatened her tribe. The conflict was more complex than in the stories, which just made it messier.
Tani joined them, human and Deathspawn, as they approached the city of Bundlin. Despite everything that had just happened, her lips considered a smile. After traveling for so long, it was time to learn the truth.




Chapter 2

-
"The term 'Deathspawn' is a childish shorthand taken from ancient stories. While it is true that they have inspired fear and seem as terrible as monsters from such tales, they are in fact not mystical creatures, but flesh and blood like us. This should not lead one to consider them anything less than a threat to our very existence."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
By the time everyone returned to their proper places, Slaten had a splitting headache. He told himself it might have been from the Catai's blow, but knew it had more to do with what this incident would mean. They had gone days without a conflict, but now tensions would be on the rise again. That would be the real headache.
He might have found a brief diversion talking to Tani, but she had been waylaid by the guards to receive proper papers. She seemed to understand the necessity more quickly than most newcomers, cooperating and letting them take her weapons temporarily, but it would still take some time. There was no sense waiting and she would have other things to do, so he probably wouldn't see her again.
Instead he rushed through the streets of Bundlin, pushing past or weaving between the shuffling groups. He ignored them, instead glancing up to orient himself via the bridges in the distance. The market was noisier than usual, a clamor of demands and arguments. Slaten cut through as quickly as possible, ducking beneath the banner of a noodle wagon to reach the back alley.
From there, he could reach the clinic in reasonable time. The clinic building was as squat as the others, but stood out due to its firm stone walls. It had apparently been some minor lord's house, before the mansthein arrived. Now... Slaten stopped at the entrance, trying to roll the stiffness out of his shoulders.
As he stepped inside, he ignored the usual groaning patients to focus on new arrivals. A pregnant woman holding her back. Two men with arms at unusual angles, likely a workplace accident. One woman with no visible problem and another with a nasty cut, though Vanna was already taking care of her.
That left Teren. The girl had been shifting her weight between her feet awkwardly, but beamed when she saw him. "Slaten! Slaten, come look!" Compared to the yammering of trade tongues outside, hearing his native Okeni was a relief. Slaten moved closer and bent down beside her, looking for her injury.
"Hello, Teren. How are you today?"
"Look!" She thrust her arm at him seriously, revealing the long scratch that her robe had concealed. "I was helping with the aurochs! I was doing a good job! But then there was one of those big dark stones and I wanted to look at it. I just wanted to look, but Melal said I wasn't paying attention and he got really angry. I don't like him."
"I see. And how did you get that cut?" While listening to her, Slaten took supplies from their places and began mixing an unguent. This, at least, he could do easily.
"Oh! While he was angry he pushed me and I fell over and one of the aurochs' claws scratched me a little." Teren stared up at him with somber eyes. "But it didn't mean to, I was just in the way. The aurochs isn't the bad one, it was Melal."
"I'm sure he didn't mean to hurt you either. Now hold still, I need to take a look at this."
Though Teren extended her arm for him, she winced as soon as he started to wipe her injury. The first time she'd felt the salve she had cried, and though she tried to brave the stinging cream now, she still flinched enough to make his work difficult.
"Don't struggle. We have to do this."
"No we don't! If I hadn't gotten hurt, I wouldn't have to feel that nasty stuff!"
"That's true, but... sometimes you have to do things you don't want to. You don't want your arm to get worse, do you?"
Teren shook her head, short hair flying back and forth. She suffered through the rest, sniffling a little as Slaten bandaged her arm. In reality she didn't need the bandages, but they would make her feel better. Supplies weren't so hard to come by that he couldn't afford a few extra bandages.
"There, we're all done." Slaten set aside the bandages and smiled at her, and fortunately Teren smiled back. He was usually bad with children, but Teren was his charge and had grown used to him. Not only were they some of the only Oken in town, they both hailed from Oleph-Amm. "Endure as the stone, right?"
"Endure." Teren nodded seriously and reached out to clasp his arm at the wrist, almost like an adult. But a moment later she pulled inward, giving him a cheerful hug before moving away. Slaten stayed crouched there, watching her wander out the side exit. At least all the chaos of their life here hadn't affected her too much.
A shadow in the doorway indicated that someone had entered and his eyes flickered up. Tani again. She walked in with a casual smile, keeping her hands near her belt. Within reach of her knives, given the speed he'd seen her display earlier.
He wasn't quite sure what to think of Tani yet. The young woman was slender but muscled, dressed in light-colored leathers and trousers that left her movement free. Her jacket was decorated with Rhen symbols he didn't know, etched on dark metal plates that might have been decorative but might also turn aside a blow. A deep blue scarf hung around her shoulders, one tail hanging. Her hair was cut short, falling into locks just long enough not to get in the way of her vision.
Based on her movements, he thought that she was skilled but still in early sein training. Roughly the same as he was, or at least had been. He wanted to ask her about the art she had used to move so quickly, but resolutely struck that subject from his mind.
"Hello again, Tani. I trust that you have not already injured yourself on your first day in Bundlin."
She flashed a quick smile at that, though he hadn't really been trying to be funny. "I'm fine, I just want to stay that way. This place is a little disorienting... could you show me around?"
"I'm afraid not." Slaten gestured to the rooms deeper into the clinic. "That incident has already put me behind on my work, and there aren't enough of us to leave it to the other healers."
"I understand. I wouldn't want to take you from your work."
"What is it that you need? I can try to give you directions."
Tani shook her head slowly, eyes wandering over the interior of the building. "I don't need anything specific. I came to Bundlin for my Farwalk, but that's just custom. I'm really here to... see the truth, I guess. Find out if Deathspawn have to be our enemy, see if I can't take some real understanding back to the Nelee. They're threatening us more every day, so unless I can find some way to change that path..."
Slaten had heard the word "Farwalk" a few times before and thought it was a Rhen coming of age ritual, but Tani looked to be more than of age. Perhaps this Farwalk was a trial in between stages of training, but it seemed impolite to ask. In any case, the subject she had brought up was more notable, but he had to take a moment to decide what to say.
"I don't know the answer to your question. What we have here is more a truce than peace. Humans live on one side of the river, mansthein live on the other. If things go poorly, the mansthein will go back to occupying the city as an invading force."
"Right. Mansthein." Tani frowned slightly as she tasted the unfamiliar word.
"There aren't usually problems like the one you helped us with. But a new company of mansthein came from Orphos recently and they don't know how things work here, so everyone is on edge."
Her eyes widened slightly. "Orphos is a real place? I had always thought that was just a story... like saying the Deathspawn crawled out of a crack in the earth, or from the mountain in the clouds."
"Orphos is a continent, as far as I know. I haven't seen a map that includes it, though actually I've never seen a full map of Breilin - that's what they call our continent, by the way." Judging from the way Tani nodded, it seemed that she had many of the same questions he'd had, when he first arrived. Though he'd never thought of Oken and Rhen as having much in common, perhaps here, on the far eastern edge of the Chorhan Expanse, the differences weren't so important. "In any case, the mansthein leader here wants to establish peace. The new soldiers will adjust in time."
"Then what's their goal? They want to conquer the whole area, occupy or rule it? Why? I would understand some regions, but I didn't think the Chorhan Expanse had much of value for them to take."
"I'm not sure." It was one of the deep uncertainties that gnawed at him, though he couldn't tell her that. Also one of the only subjects where he didn't think that Kolanin was being completely honest with him. But that might be more than Tani wanted to know, for a simple introduction. "I think they have different factions, no different from us. Some want to conquer, others have different goals."
"I shouldn't be surprised. In fact, I don't see how it could be different, it's just that the stories, the Legend..."
She trailed off, expecting him to nod in understanding. Slaten's mind slipped back to a battlefield and he closed his eyes tightly. When he opened them, he saw that Tani had sensed his discomfort. Shifting her stance, she turned to look further into the clinic.
"Can you at least show me this place before I go? This is a house of healing, yes?"
"Close to it." Slaten shook off the memories and moved to give her a brief tour. "Commander Kolanin - that's the mansthein leader - calls it a clinic. We do charge some fees, but it's mostly funded directly by him out of his personal funds."
"Hmm. Trying to buy favor from the local Corans?"
"Possibly. It started out when they first occupied the city and there were more injuries. Now we just do the best we can."
Nodding as he spoke, Tani explored further, leaning into one of the rooms. A moment later, she pulled back, eyes wider than before. Slaten followed to see what had troubled her and saw it immediately: one of the men lying on a mat had torn open the bandage on his stomach, releasing a stench of putrefaction and a new flow of blood.
Slaten sighed. "We do the best we can."
"He's going to die," Tani lowered her voice and drew closer to him, but her words were no secret.
"That is why he's here. We have a few sein healers, but not enough. At least here we can do a little for him... there's an herb the Corans chew that dulls the senses - they call it bloodroot. Makes it a little easier."
Her lips tightened and she was quiet for a time, but Tani didn't argue. "I see. This must be grim work."
"It could be worse. The last time the Corans tried to rebel, we were flooded with warriors in seinshock. Most are more withdrawn than dangerous, but those that lash out... believe me, the problem grows out of control very quickly."
"Seinshock? I didn't... but no, I assume you know your work." Tani had obviously bitten back her first reaction. Slaten tilted his head to the side and examined her.
"You were going to say something else."
"No, I... well, I had always thought that seinshock wasn't real, or was just an excuse used by cowards. I mean..." She waved her hands in vague shapes, as if she could form words to describe her thoughts. "Sein is life. It's strength, and warmth, and home... how can sein harm someone so much?"
Slaten tried to smile and knew he failed. "The fact that sein is all of those things is what makes it so dangerous as a weapon." He raised a hand to forestall her objection. "I know, Rhen don't believe that it's a weapon. I'm not denying that it has other uses. But when warriors see someone torn apart on the battlefield with power like that, sometimes... something inside them breaks. It's a little different for everyone, but seinshock is real."
Tani swallowed and considered that for a time. When she spoke her voice was much softer. "Not all Rhen believe that. The Yevee or the Lanoo believe sein is the weapon our ancestors give humanity."
"My apologies. I really only know a little about a few local tribes."
"I'm not offended." Tani was somber for only a moment longer before she smiled at him. "It seems this place has many things to teach me, Slaten. I would like to explore the city now, but perhaps we could meet again?"
He shrugged, but found himself smiling back. "I'm usually here. If I'm not, ask for Vanna and she can tell you where I am."
"I'll do that. Thank you for your answers." With that, she turned away and flowed out of the clinic. Slaten noticed how carefully she walked, though she didn't seem to be putting effort into it. Almost like the footwork of a trained stance, and perhaps she used the Rhen equivalent. His teachers had always said that Rhen arts were to be respected.
Part of him was glad he had met her. Her tribe might be foreign to him, but he felt more in common with her than with the Corans his age. But another part of him knew that it wouldn't end well. She still walked the path he had turned away from, and interacting with her would only lead him to regret his decision. And regret would be a mistake.
A man from the other room gave a loud groan of pain, pulling Slaten from his thoughts. He took a deep breath and steeled himself for his work. At least he could take away a bit of the man's pain, before the end. Slaten turned back and walked toward the stench of death.
~ ~ ~
Once outside, Tani felt much better. The sun had been oppressively hot while she traveled across the Chorhan Expanse, but now she took time to let it soak into her skin. There were more scents outside, something other than the smell of blood and death.
After a few breaths, she felt more oriented. Tani headed back out into Bundlin, hoping that the additional context from Slaten would help her deal with it all. She was still overwhelmed by the sheer volume of everything coming into her senses, but she plunged into it instead of retreating.
The worst part was the smell of the filth covering the streets of Bundlin, nothing like the clean smell of home. But over that there were the smells of a dozen different kinds of food, not to mention the scent of so much humanity packed together.
It took her a while to adjust to the sounds, because though they had the normal cadence of a lively market, everyone around her was speaking different languages. Most spoke Coran, but she also heard a lot of another language, oddly similar to the one the Deathspawn spoke. Not to mention the occasional word that sounded completely unfamiliar. The mix of sounds soon became a charming hum of humanity.
But most striking was how diverse the people around her were. She had thought there was plenty of variety at the Confederation of Tribes, but that was nothing compared to what she saw in Bundlin. Well, the Confederation had more beautiful fabrics and wood-work, but the rest...
She saw plenty of light-haired Corans, but also others with a darker shade of blond. There were several Rhen, though not of friendly tribes, and an Oken man carrying a sword over his shoulder. Two women in long blue robes walked by and Tani guessed they might be Estronese. Another man brushed past her, clad in metal clothing that covered most of his body. Across the crowd, she saw a man with rich brown skin darker than any Rhen. There were others she didn't recognize, like a man who looked Coran but was swathed in robes and wore a large hat that shaded his face.
When she looked up from the sea of humanity, there was no escape. Any time she looked toward the center of Bundlin, she saw the three bridges towering over the buildings. They rose far higher than anything else in the city, fashioned from impossibly huge blocks of stone. According to the guards, no one knew who had built them, but Bundlin had been constructed around them. It was awe-inspiring to think that some past tribe could build such enormous structures.
Determined not to stare like a child, Tani headed into the crowd, seeking out something to eat. After using so much sein, she was starving. Fortunately, she saw even more types of money than had been accepted by traders during her travels. No Nelee currency, but she saw some Easterns and some Silver Eagles.
Finding a place to eat was more difficult, though. There was food being sold at many of the stalls, but she needed a little more. Past the stalls, she saw a small wagon with banners painted with strange squat circles. The banners served to shade the area around the wagon, which had boards in the side as a counter and rough stools set before them. That looked like it would be good enough.
Tani moved underneath the banners, immediately enjoying the shade. She saw several Coran men and women seated and eating from bowls. After she stood awkwardly for a while, the stout woman standing in the bed of the wagon saw her and grunted down at her.
"If you can pay, sit down. If not, get out."
"I can pay!" Tani hastily took a stool not next to anyone. The woman fixed her with an impatient stare, one hand on the hip of her stained dress. She looked Coran, but her skin was weathered and tanned enough that it was hard to tell.
"Well?"
Setting down several copper coins on the table, Tani smiled at the woman. "I am very hungry. What is a full meal here?"
"Noodles, bread, dags. Ain't got no meat most days 'cause the Deathspawn buy it all. But we'll fill you up for three bits."
"Okay." Tani smiled and pushed three of the coins forward, though she had no idea what the first and last of the foods even were. Still, it might be interesting to find out. Experiencing the world was the original purpose of the Farwalk, after all, aside from the additional meaning she had given hers.
The server started by handing down a bowl of thin strands of something in what looked like broth, which Tani guessed were the "noodles". Then the older woman reached into a large pot, tore out a chunk of bread, and slapped it onto the table beside the bowl. Finally the "dags" turned out to be a small bowl of what looked like tiny fish, still fully intact. Food delivered, the woman turned away to another customer.
Tani tried to hide her disappointment as she focused on the food. She had been hoping to have a conversation with the woman running the wagon, but it seemed clear that she wasn't interested. That left only the food, which also didn't inspire confidence.
She tried the bread first, hoping that a city like Bundlin would produce something better than what she had eaten along her journey... but no, the bread still tasted like paste. Tani chewed her mouthful morosely. The meal overall was not exactly healthy and Corans seemed to have something against vegetables, but it would serve to feed her body. Besides, she had two new dishes to try.
The "noodles" turned out to be delicious, lighter and more flavorful than the bread, so Tani saved them for later. She tried the fish and found them to be crunchy and heavily salted. It was a taste that grew on her over time, and she experimented with mixing them together with the bread. Not bad.
Though she enjoyed the meal as best she could, Tani was still disappointed by it. There should have been conversation and a sense of balance, even with strangers, but instead the wagon shop felt cold. The mix of languages around her was still charmingly novel, but it wasn't familiar and no one so much as smiled at her. By the time she finished her food, Tani was more than ready to go.
"Excuse me..." She stood up and got the server's attention. "I need to find a Nelee man named Dhunor. I'm told he's lived here since before the Deathspawn came and owns a house, but I don't know where it is. Can you help me get closer?"
Though the woman working the wagon cast her a surly glance, having paid for a meal seemed to be worth a little even here. After considering for a while, she stabbed three fingers to the east. "Don't know him, but he's probably that way. This part of town is too new. Might be north, too, but they used to keep tent-dwellers in the eastern part. Check for the blue walls."
Tani swallowed the "tent-dwellers" without comment and smiled. That direction was a lot better than she'd had before, and even if it was entirely wrong, it taught her more about the shape of the city. It had been too much to hope that this woman would have known Dhunor, especially in a city of this size.
As she walked to her new destination, Tani checked her pack again, feeling the dense package within it. Though the Farwalk was critical for any Nelee warrior, they weren't so spiritual as to just send people away purely for an experience. Since she had chosen this direction and this focus, she'd been given a package to deliver to one of their kin. Tani thought that was a reasonable custom, though she suspected it was also designed to prevent anyone from cheating through the Farwalk.
The fact that the area she was looking for had blue walls puzzled her, so she tried to look past the amazing crowds and pay more attention to the construction of the buildings around her. None were blue, most either the brown or red of mud bricks, with crude thatch equally drab. She had seen a few beautifully constructed homes on her journey so far, but Bundlin was mostly squat and ugly buildings that she doubted had either form or function.
Still, they weren't all the same. There were a few buildings made of solid stone and some even of good wood, though they didn't remind her of home. In the older and more established parts of the city, she knew they had buildings that rose two or more stories. That was something she wanted to see for herself, but there was no time for exploration now.
Just as she was starting to think she'd been given false instructions, Tani spotted it: a wall that was undeniably blue. The mud bricks here were larger and better formed... and they were as dark as deep water. Curious, Tani approached and scratched at one brick with a knife, finding that it wasn't merely paint. Had they mixed something into the bricks to change their color?
The wall was the beginning of a part of the city that seemed more established than she'd walked through, though all the houses sat low to the ground. While the streets were equally filthy, she enjoyed the decreasing crowds and the overall stable feeling. As the walls and buildings around her all became blue she felt a sense of peace, though Tani kept herself alert.
When she asked for directions, she was surprised how quickly everyone directed her to a specific house. Perhaps she wasn't the first young warrior to travel here on a Farwalk, though most Nelee didn't cross the entire Expanse. Soon she found herself standing before a large house with a wooden door - though it was not done in the Rhen style, they'd painted the door a deep green that she found calming.
Tani shifted her weight between her feet, not sure quite what to do. Just as she was considering shouting, she heard movement from inside and then the door opened, revealing a middle-aged Nelee man. He wore a Coran tunic, but looking at the pleased light in his eyes when he saw her, she felt reasonably certain that it was him.
"Dhunor of the Nelee." He extended a hand, palm up.
"Tani of the Nelee." She slid her hand over his and they bowed, not quite close enough for their foreheads to touch. That was closer than she would have normally bowed, but given how long it had been since she'd seen someone from her tribe, she doubted it mattered.
"You have no idea how long I have been waiting! Come in, come in!" He moved aside to welcome her, speaking rapidly in Nelhae. "I try to buy ashweed from other sources, but the quality is so disappointing. It is not often that a warrior wants to travel this far, so I have to make do."
"I am glad I could bring it to you without any harm." Tani removed the package and extended it politely with both hands. She was a little surprised when Dhunor used only one hand to take it from her, but perhaps he was just eager. He tore open part of the end and took a long sniff of the pungent herb.
"Yes, that's it..." He immediately moved deeper into his house, searching for something.
Though he was still talking, extolling his love for authentic ashweed, Tani let his voice fall to a buzz as she examined his home. Unlike the cramped Coran buildings, his was a large open space with only a few partitions, like a traditional Nelee home. He had even placed wood panels on the walls, though he also displayed a few paintings, which would never have been seen at home.
"-better than you can get at the inns, which reminds me, do you have a place to stay? Do you need something to eat?"
Pulling her focus back to Dhunor, Tani gave a noncommittal shake of her head. "I have already eaten, but I do not have a place to sleep."
"Perfect! You really must stay, at least for a time. Perhaps my partner will attempt a grander meal if she is cooking for more than two, eh? Besides, there is no point rushing through a Farwalk. Far too many are eager to get back home, frightened by the strange world outside. But I suppose I do not need to tell you that, hmm?"
Though his conversation was light and didn't require much input from her, Tani didn't mind. The sound of a voice speaking the familiar tones of Nelhae was soothing, even though it hadn't been so long since she'd left the tribe. Besides, after so long on her feet, she didn't mind taking some time to rest.
They soon retired to a low table, of Coran make but against the floor like a Nelee table. While Tani relaxed into a seated position, Dhunor quickly retrieved a pipe and flint. He kept up his chatter until he had the flame lit, then he stopped to take a long breath from the pipe. That finally slowed his rapid speech and he gave a deep, satisfied sigh.
"Yes, that is perfect. Thank you, child."
"You are most welcome, elder."
He chuckled at that, took another long pull, then extended the pipe toward her. "Well? You deserve a reward for bringing this package so far without sneaking even a little."
"Thank you, but I must decline."
Dhunor blinked at her, arm still stuck out as if he hadn't expected that response. Eventually he drew it back and puffed on the pipe for a time, watching her shrewdly. "Why is that, child? An old man like me may enjoy ashweed, but you are a young sein warrior. Surely you have not finished purifying your body?"
Tani shook her head. "I am forbidden from partaking in ashweed. My master is unorthodox when it comes to matters of training."
"Well! I have never heard of such a thing." Dhunor puffed again, then gave her a sly smile. "But your master is not here. Discipline is one thing, but what is the point of a Farwalk if you do not break the rules sometimes, hmm?"
Tani raised a hand and shook her head. "I truly must decline. I do not wish to disobey her."
"Such a dutiful child. I am impressed." He sounded more incredulous than anything, but Dhunor smiled as he shook his head. Truthfully, Tani was glad for the excuse, because she had always found ashweed to be foul-smelling and unpleasant to breathe. And she had awakened the sein within her just as easily as those who underwent the ashweed ritual, so she believed her master to be correct.
"My refusal was true, but I must ask: was this a test from my master?"
"Hah!" Dhunor laughed for some time before regaining control of himself. "I do not even know who she is, child. Even just the Nelee tribes are much larger than you know. We may be kin, but we are not as kin living in one house."
She lowered her gaze in acknowledgment of his point. "So I am learning. Bundlin is... quite something."
"Is it not? It has truly become home to me." Dhunor took the pipe out of his mouth and used it to gesture outside, frowning for the first time since he had begun smoking. "But it was better before the Deathspawn came. Some of them mean well, but they have still taken half the city. And when you consider the water, more than half. I do not think this can last."
"What cannot last? The truce?"
"Coexistence. Some of the Deathspawn may be little different from us, but their kind is not meant for this world. You know the words as well as I do. They must be stopped, and a hero must rise to stop them." Though somber for a moment, Dhunor broke off with a chuckle and pointed his pipe at her. "Maybe it will be you, eh?"
Tani didn't answer immediately, considering his words. The elders had always claimed that the Legend was known across the entire world, but her master had doubted that. When she had mentioned it to Slaten, he had not responded, which made her wonder. Surely such an unclear idea could not be known to all.
But it was clear that Dhunor believed it, and most of the Corans she had spoken to on her journey believed in the Legend as well. They did not know the whole story, yet they believed. That was part of what troubled her, part of what had driven her to cross the Expanse.
"Are we... certain that they are truly Deathspawn?" Normally she would have held her tongue, but the environment relaxed her so much that she spoke unintentionally. Dhunor raised his eyebrows sharply.
"What else could they be?"
"I know that they call themselves mansthein. What if the Legend speaks of something else?" Because as many different versions of the Legend as she had heard, none of them had talked about Deathspawn women and children. They were supposed to be the spawn of pure evil, not people. If the mansthein were just people from far away, if they were met by such a violent story...
But she saw that it was useless to say such things here. Dhunor spent a while with his pipe before he shook his head seriously. "No, I cannot believe that. They embraced the name when they came here, and I am told they do the same in Estronn, even across the sea in Eltar Trathe! No, they seem keen to play their role." He sighed as he stared out the window, letting smoke flow out of his mouth. "Now, all we are missing is a hero..."
The conversation faded after that. Dhunor insisted that she stay with them for at least one night and told her much of the city. He advised her about how to hide her knives, where the mansthein and Corans patrolled, which markets to visit. She considered asking him about her plans to cross the river and investigate the other side of Bundlin, but decided that it could only bring her trouble.
She caught glimpses of Dhunor's partner, but the other woman never emerged to greet her. Eventually the ashweed made Dhunor sleepy and it was obvious that they were ready to turn in for the night. Tani was surprised how low the sun had dropped during their conversation and the day was starting to catch up to her. She was grateful for the cot she was given in one corner.
As she settled down by the walls, she realized that the wood panels smelled a little of home. Unlike the past nights on her journey, she was able to relax. She could hear Nelhae spoken from the bedchamber nearby, the scents were somewhat familiar, and she was safe with her tribe, even if far from home.
But as she fell asleep, Tani found herself thinking instead of the fight, of the Deathspawn children, and of the city split into two sides. She slept with her knives close at hand.




Chapter 3

-
"Beyond such obvious factors as their aggression and military force, the most critical thing to fear about the Deathspawn is that they cannot be trusted. It is, of course, untrue that Deathspawn can only speak lies. Indeed, this would make them honest in their own way. Instead, they are capable of mixing truth and lies to accomplish intricate deceptions. Make no mistake, any glimmer of humanity seen within them is only a pretense."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
When Tani woke, she found that Dhunor was gone. She finally met Dhunor's partner, a small woman named Yomeri who provided her with some food. Though Tani would dearly have loved to speak to the other woman, Yomeri seemed withdrawn, possibly even upset with her beneath the polite mask. Tani didn't know what she could have done to offend the woman, and rejecting a fellow Nelee was hardly customary, but she let it go.
Because there was no way she could be angry with the woman who provided her with some proper food.
It wasn't much, but the bowl of mixed herbs tasted fully of home. And though the cut piece of deep purple fruit was unknown to her, it tasted sweet and it was a welcome reprieve from the heavy Coran food she had been eating throughout her trip. Since the other woman wasn't inclined to talk, Tani thanked Yomeri and prepared herself for a dangerous day.
In her corner, Tani washed her face and checked her hair in the dimly reflecting copper mirror. Along her journey, she had been forced to use pools or streams. Even keeping her hair short, it could get messy and tangled on such a trip. Once she'd combed it out, she headed back out into Bundlin.
She was surprised how high the sun burned in the sky, but it seemed her body had needed the rest. After adjusting to the light, Tani headed toward the river.
Though she could have returned home at any time, now that her package had been delivered, Tani wouldn't have been satisfied with that. The purpose of the Farwalk was to gain insight from the outside world before returning to the tribe. A few petty insights wouldn't be enough: her tribe would be torn apart by war unless she could bring back something meaningful. There had to be something behind the apparently meaningless aggression.
Tani heard the river before she saw it, a low rush beneath the other sounds of Bundlin. On her way there, she passed through a market filled with fish. Though there were plenty of the dags she'd tried earlier, stacked in large pungent bags, she also saw cuts of leviathan meat and larger fish she didn't recognize. Those might be more like the food she was familiar with, but she guessed they would be more expensive than she could afford, if she needed her money to stretch until she could return home.
The Nellanni River itself made Tani pause. It was certainly wide and powerful, the half of Bundlin on the other side appearing surprisingly small. Now that she was next to one of the bridges, it seemed an impossible serpent of stone, arching so high that ships could pass beneath it. But the river wasn't larger than the Helhaeva and it was far more filthy. All of the water was an unpleasant brown color and she saw pieces of refuse bobbing everywhere. So much for her plan to swim across.
At least the ships within the river impressed her. The Nelee used only canoes and ships they purchased from the Telnaa tribes. There were a few Telnaa ships, as well as low boats that struck her as ungainly canoes. But she had never seen some of the other ships, sails cut in more shapes than she had known possible, others with dozens of oars, many with fanciful carvings on the prow. And in the distance, toward the main harbor, she could see a truly massive ship with three great masts and many sails.
She wanted to explore further, but resolved to stay focused. Her purpose was to learn the truth, and for that she needed to observe the mansthein directly. Though she intended to speak directly with them, she couldn't trust that they would speak the truth. After all, they had treated peacefully with her tribe before abruptly becoming more aggressive. She needed to watch them without any outside influences, either bias against them or their words in support of themselves.
Unfortunately, a group of Deathspawn soldiers guarded the entrance to the bridge and prevented entry. Tani watched for some time and never saw anyone but patrols pass them. She considered slipping around them and trying to crawl alongside the bridge, but realized that she would be too exposed. Besides, she had never mastered the arts that would have made such a climb safe.
Most likely the other two bridges would be the same, and based on information from Dhunor, she doubted there was any purpose in checking them. Perhaps there might be a way through, if she observed for long enough, but Tani had another solution.
It was like one of the masters' proverbs: to enter Bundlin, she needed to leave it again.
~ ~ ~
As the guards moved across the walls, Tani shifted her position on the boulders so that her cover would shield her from them. The tree that grew from some earth in the center of the mound of boulders was a scraggly thing, but it was sufficient to hide her. More importantly, it provided some shade while she observed the patrols atop the walls.
Getting out of the city had been easy, with her official papers. It had taken her too much of the day to move upstream of Bundlin far enough that she wasn't afraid of being spotted, but eventually she found a fisherman who was willing to take her across the river. He seemed to assume she wanted to reach Estronn without passing through Bundlin and didn't ask too many questions.
Now it was growing dark, but Tani still wanted to watch the patrols for longer. There were gaps in their movements, but not ones she was willing to risk. Better to wait until they changed guard again and the shadows grew longer. Though the longer she stayed, the more mosquitoes would come for her - they were much worse here than near her home.
Watching the guards had been a little interesting before she grew as bored as they were. Though they looked the same as the Deathspawn that had attacked her home, it soon became obvious they were just normal guards. They spat over the walls, scratched themselves, occasionally pissed off the edge, and very clearly grew bored as their shifts went on.
That didn't mean they wouldn't kill her if they caught her trying to get over the wall, though. When the current guard finally turned back, Tani finally rose from her hiding place. She crept down the other side of the boulders, ducked into the tallest grass available, and stealthily moved toward the wall.
For normal intruders, the high wall surrounding Bundlin was more than enough to keep them out. But Tani had been practicing her master's Soaring Feet and was just confident enough to try the technique outside of training. Just as planned, she reached the base of the wall before the guard turned back. She would have plenty of time to prepare herself while he walked above her, then she would have her chance.
Taking a deep breath, Tani closed her eyes and drew up the sein within her until the smell of mint burned in her nostrils. It would have been better if she could touch or see the sein as her master said she should, but Tani did not yet understand herself that well. But the smell would be enough, if she was very careful. Tani let the sein settle into her legs and feet, feeling the new strength in them and making sure all was balanced.
Because while she had practiced the leaping technique of the Soaring Feet, she wasn't so good at coming down.
The sein in her legs would carry her higher than an untrained human being could jump, but it wasn't built to absorb the impact when she landed. While her body was tougher than average, considering that she would land with as much force as she leapt, that wouldn't be enough. She needed to reach the wall on her first try.
Pushing such thoughts aside, Tani let herself fall into her sein and made the final preparations. Though she had practiced this technique many times before, she didn't know it well enough to use it naturally. That required more preparation, especially when there was no room for error.
Her master said that the smell of mint was arbitrary, just her mind's way of comprehending sein. But it had always been more than that for her. Her mother had mixed mint into some of the earliest meals she remembered. One of the lodge fathers had worn a crown of it in his hair, let her tiny hands play with it. And when she had begun her training, the smell of mint was strongly associated with her master, both her kindness and her cruelty. Tani took all of those memories, gathered them within herself, and thought back to a moment when she lay on her back, staring at the sky...
Purely focused as if in a trance, Tani rose and walked a short distance from the wall. She bent down slowly, touching two fingers of each hand to the earth and letting the memories swell up within her until her entire body was focused on that memory of the clouds overhead. There was no need for calculation now, all she needed to do was follow her natural jumping instinct, to leap like a child toward the endless blue...
Her body uncoiled and suddenly she was in the air, flying toward the top of the wall.
When her trance ended, everything immediately felt unreal, her body propelled with force that wasn't her own. Except that it was her own force, just the sein that naturally flowed within her, that she had cultivated over her years of training. But there was a difference between the arts of running, which flowed through her body, and an unfamiliar technique that could send her soaring into the air like this.
Tani's reflections were interrupted as she smacked into the top of the wall and barely grabbed the edge. She'd misjudged her jump a little, but at least she'd swallowed her grunt of pain. Tani desperately heaved herself up and scrambled over the edge.
On the other side, Tani checked that the guards were nowhere nearby and sank down with her back against the fortifications, hopefully far enough in the shadows to be hidden. That hadn't been so bad. Hitting the wall had hurt, but she'd reached the top at the apex of her jump, so the power that had launched her upward was neutralized.
Though she wanted to stay there for a while, to catch her breath and revel in the fact that she'd used the Soaring Feet even under such stress, there wasn't time. Tani darted to the other side of the wall and peered over. The city seemed normal enough at a glance, and more importantly there were no visible patrols nearby.
Slipping over the edge, Tani let herself hang, then dropped to the nearest roof. It was made of sturdy stone and she made little sound when landing. From there, it was easy enough to move across the rooftops so that no guard who happened to look back toward the city would accidentally see her.
Her plan had been to drop to the streets, but as Tani looked over this part of Bundlin, she changed her mind. This neighborhood was filled with narrow, twisting streets. It would be much too easy to stumble into someone and raise an alarm. Better to stay above and trust the shadows to shield her.
This, she could do. She might not be able to vanish into the shadows like her master could, but Tani was mostly confident in the basics of those lessons. Tani refocused the sein within her, this time tasting it more than smelling. Though her mouth was empty, her spirit tasted the rich, spicy soup of home. To her eyes nothing looked different, but she knew that for others, her body would slip into the shadows a little more than normal.
Preparations complete, Tani set about finally looking at the Deathspawn side of Bundlin.
The buildings were not so different, well-constructed from dark red bricks and many topped with pointed wooden roofs. Though it was growing dark, she still saw people moving through the streets. And the mansthein did seem like people, going about their business at the markets and food stalls that were still open.
That first impression masked a few other facts, though, and Tani remembered many sharp reprimands about seeing what she wanted to see instead of what actually was. She crept to a different vantage point, trying to set aside assumptions about the Deathspawn being a monstrous enemy or the mansthein being a potential ally. Several things quickly became clear.
Most of the mansthein were men. Tani made herself count to be objective and found that only roughly one in five were women. Many of those worked at market stalls or served food, and only a few of those she saw walking did so unaccompanied. Perhaps it was unsafe for women, even mansthein women, to be out at this time, but it led her to wonder.
Almost everyone was armed. There were weapons enough on the human side of Bundlin, but it struck her as a town of travelers. This side was a military camp, filled with armed soldiers and warriors, emphasized by the fact that the standard Deathspawn armor bared the warriors' muscular chests. She did spot a few thin or scrawny mansthein men, but not many.
Tani sat back, considering. Though this had been interesting, she hadn't learned enough to justify the risks she had taken. There was no terrible secret on this side of Bundlin, but she felt that there must be more. The question was how to uncover it.
Most likely she could keep observing in relative safety. The buildings here were tall and most people rarely looked up, no matter their race. She even had the option of staying through an entire day, though if she stayed that long hunger would become a serious issue and she would make Dhunor worry. Perhaps for now she should try to cover more distance and see if this area was representative.
At that moment, she spotted a Catai walking below.
At first her mind saw the Catai she had seen outside Bundlin, but as she looked again she saw the differences. Both towered over the crowd, so massive that they looked hardly related to the other Deathspawn. Humans might come in many shapes and colors, but she had never seen any who looked like giants. But this Catai had a different shade of blue-green skin, longer stripes on his shoulders, and an axe instead of a maul.
Perhaps he was going somewhere important? The Catai grabbed a skewer of meat from a stall, apparently without paying, and chewed it as he walked. Tani crept along the roof after him, watching his movements carefully. His body might be unusual, but the arrogance with which he moved was familiar...
Her foot dislodged a stray roof tile, sending it clattering below.
Most of the people on the street didn't even notice, but the Catai's response was immediate. Tani wanted to move, her body struggling as if through water, but she could see it all clearly. His eyes shifted to the sound, merely alert. Then he saw the tile and his gaze snapped upward.
Directly at her.
Tani threw herself backward on pure instinct and a moment later roof tiles exploded in every direction. She only realized that the Catai had leapt at her while she fell off the side of the roof. Even as she tumbled backward over the edge, she could see that enormous body looming there, his eyes still tracking her.
The street rushing toward her forced Tani to focus and she managed to land on her feet. Her feet stung, but she wasn't injured. She had no time to think, and her senses were scattered, but she knew that he would be coming after her and so she ran.
An instant later, the Catai landed in the street where she had been, his boots cracking the stones. Tani saw him crouch and stopped looking, instead throwing herself down one of the narrow side streets.
She felt a rush of wind behind her as her pursuer lunged after her. Panicking, Tani managed to scrabble together some sein and sprinted with everything she had, pushing her way through startled crowds and trying to put as much space and as many turns between them as she could.
Though she was terrified, part of her screamed that it wasn't fair. She expected a warrior that big to be stronger than her and she knew he'd be as durable as the other Catai. But it was just unfair that he could be faster than her, too. And his leap hadn't been the Soaring Feet, but it had accomplished the same thing, and what had taken her so much careful preparation he'd done instantly.
"Stop her!" The voice roared out, both in Coran and then in a language that she assumed must be the Deathspawn's own. Tani risked a look and found the Catai already behind her, parting the crowds with his presence and plowing through those who didn't move fast enough.
But his yelling was actually the bigger threat, because all the armed Deathspawn were starting to become prepared for her. Though Tani thought she was faster than them, if she tried to duck through the crowds, they'd catch her. And it would only take a few moments' delay for the Catai to catch up to her.
When she heard a growl behind her, Tani feinted toward an alley on the left, then dove right, over the top of a food stand. She heard the Catai crash into the stone in the direction she had feinted, then another growl as he turned on her and prepared to lunge again.
After sliding through a small alley, Tani found herself on another street. It was mostly empty, which avoided the risk of being caught, but also unfortunately straight. If she tried to outrun him, she knew she'd fail. His steps might seem lumbering, but when he lunged, he moved so much faster than she ever could...
There were tears in her eyes, which weren't worthy of her, but Tani was too tense to care as she desperately sprinted, looking for a good alley. Had she really taken this risk and simply expected not to get caught? Had she thought of all Deathspawn as brutes who wouldn't notice her? But of course they would have their own champions, perhaps even masters as skilled as her own. Her overconfidence would be the end of her.
Tani heard the Catai slam into the street behind her. She closed her eyes and blinked tears away...
And realized that she still had a chance.
"Surrender, human!" The Catai was coming after her at terrifying speed, yet he could still yell. She didn't know if he actually expected her to stop, but she knew that he'd catch up to her soon.
She feinted one direction again, then went the other, directly toward a wall. As expected, the Catai didn't fall for it this time and lunged straight for her real destination.
Except that Tani kicked off the wall, flipping over his head and landing behind him.
As soon as she could make her body respond, Tani sprinted in another direction, but she had time to watch. The Catai slammed directly into the wall where she had been, barely even catching himself. It was too much to hope that the impact would stun him, as his head seemed to do more damage to the wall than the other way around. But he clearly saw her movement and she saw him turn to glare at her.
He gave a roar and charged again, catching up just after she ran into an alley. That gave him a straight shot at her and there were no other options, but she didn't need them. Tani slapped her foot against the ground, stopped her momentum with a skid, then threw herself directly toward the Catai.
She saw his eyes widen, but it was too late. His lunge might be blindingly fast, but he couldn't react in time to catch her as Tani ducked low, sliding across the cobblestones beneath his grasping hand. Abruptly she was past him, back on the empty street and running for her life.
Despite the circumstances, Tani realized that she had a smile on her face. The Catai might be fast, but his speed was not like hers. All the power she could smell from him was used to propel himself in single, explosive bursts. Though his reaction time was fast, it wasn't fast enough to keep up with his own speed. And when it came to agility, she might actually have a slight advantage over him.
That didn't stop him from slamming back out onto the street after her. Tani swallowed her smile. She'd learned something, but did that mean she had any chance of escaping? Under this much stress, she couldn't manage another leap to the wall. Maybe she could break through the bridge, but they would just start hunting for her.
Tani moved before the mint flared in her nostrils, throwing herself into the air and twisting to the side. The Catai sped past her, wind whipping at her clothes. His speed actually worked against him, taking him far past her.
She hit the ground and moved in the opposite direction, but her legs ached. The rush of sein had carried her this far, but she was growing exhausted. And that time, the Catai had reached out, one of those enormous hands nearly grasping her leg. If he did get a grip on her, would that be it? Could he just break her body like a twig?
Another rush, and Tani tried to move, but she didn't have the strength. Suddenly she was tumbling against a wall, bouncing painfully on the ground, barely managing to regain her feet.
At first she thought that she had struck a wall, but she realized that it had been the Catai's body clipping her. Had she managed to partially dodge his blow? Tani pulled herself up against the wall, gasping for breath... and saw that he was facing her with a grin on his face.
No, he was toying with her. That attack could probably have killed her, but he'd chosen merely to strike her. All of her left side was aching and she was sure it would be horribly bruised, but that was assuming she'd live past that night. Exhausted as she was with a wall to her back, she didn't like her chances.
"This was fun." The Catai drew his massive axe from his back and ran a finger along the edge. "Who are you working for? Spying for the little resistance?"
"I don't know what you're talking about." Tani only belatedly realized that telling the truth sounded like defiance. Her head ached and she could feel a void within her where she'd overdrawn her sein. There was nothing she could do.
"Not going to talk? I don't really care. Since you gave me a fun chase, I'll make this painless." The axe came up, and Tani wondered what it would feel like. If the Catai struck her at full speed, it might not feel like anything. She'd be dead before she felt the axe.
"Enough of this!" A voice rang from the side, but the Catai was already lunging forward. As fast as he moved, while Tani stared transfixed, she could follow his movements as death came toward her.
Except that a silver blur moved between them. Though incredibly fast, it stopped smoothly in the path of the rushing Catai.
She could tell that it was a man as he stopped, his arms moving in sweeping circles. One slid up, gracefully brushing against the handle of the axe and turning it aside. His other hand swept against the Catai's chest, containing no great power and not resisting the onrushing force...
All at once it was over, all the momentum of the Catai's lunge slamming into the street and shattering the cobblestones around his body. Too late, mint burned in Tani's nostrils. Several heartbeats passed before she remembered to breathe and tried to catch up with what had happened.
Somehow, the man had redirected all of the power behind the charge. The axe lay on one side of the alley while the Catai lay on the other, yet the man hadn't even taken a step backward. At that moment he turned to her, robes swirling, and Tani gasped.
He was mansthein, but not like any she had seen before. What struck her first was his hair, an incredibly pale blond - no, it was true silver, even in the light of the torches. It was trimmed neatly, matching the rest of his appearance. His clothes were a simple robe, but of finer material than she had ever seen, bound by a band of delicately embroidered fabric around his waist.
Many mansthein had rough, misshapen features, but his were regal, with a brow that many Rhen would have envied. His skin was pure gray, without any sign of mottling. Instead of ridges of bone on the side of his head, he had small ears that pointed backward.
Though his eyes watched her with compassion and intelligence, they were very bright red.
At that moment, the Catai leapt to his feet, roaring in anger and perhaps even in pain. He whirled around in rage... and the new arrival reached up to put a hand on his shoulder.
"I told you, that's not how we do things here." He spoke softly, but his words seemed to cut through the Catai's growl. "The penalty for trespassing is not death."
The Catai glared down at the other mansthein, looming over him. But after a long stare, he chuckled and stepped back. "Looks like the rumors are true. You're not just an administrator."
"These are barbarian lands. They require a rough sort of administration."
That got a laugh from the Catai, who moved across the street to retrieve his axe. Tani tensed when he picked it up, though she knew she had nothing left in her to resist. But all he did was bring the weapon to his forehead in a sort of salute. "Looks like you were fast enough, little human. Now you should hope that the commander is more merciful than I would have been."
With that, he hooked his axe on his back again and moved away. Thinking about his words, Tani looked toward the mansthein who had saved her, but found him giving her a gentle smile.
"He is toying with you. I am not interested in causing you pain, I merely want to know what a Rhen warrior is doing here."
"Who are you?" It sounded stupid even to her own ears, but that was all she could get out. Though he had moved with great skill, she knew there must be considerable strength behind what he had done. Did he compare to her master? Or the Four Winds? They were all so far beyond her, she had no way of knowing.
"My name is Kolanin. I am the commander of the mansthein forces in Bundlin."
"Okay. I'm..." Tani pushed herself upright and tried to extend a hand, but her leg gave out. She would have fallen to the ground if Kolanin hadn't moved to catch her.
"You've overdrawn your sein. I think you need to rest before you can answer any questions."
"That is... probably true..."
Tani dropped and only his careful touch let her slump down instead of hitting the street face first. The cobblestones pressed roughly against her face and the ache in her body grew fiercer, but it felt surprisingly comfortable lying there. Her eyes fluttered closed and then there was only the slight scent of mint.
~ ~ ~
The smell of pleasant herbs and the sound of the river carried Tani into wakefulness. For a moment, she was waking up in her family's home and all was well. But as she started to stretch, her body ached, and suddenly raw fear flooded through her. She let out a cry and sat up, striking at what was binding her.
Her head reeled, but Tani managed to balance the two impulses. She was not back at home, but she was also not bound, just tangled in the sheet that had been laid over her. Closing her eyes, Tani took several deep breaths and did her best to restore her calm.
Now that she was sitting up, Tani ached, but the pain reminded her that she should be hurting a lot more. She could feel that she was in her clothes, but with her knives removed. That made her realize that she shouldn't be so relaxed, so she examined her surroundings more carefully.
She was lying on an unusually comfortable bed in a fairly small room. There was an empty bed across from her and a shelf with supplies against one wall. The smell of the herbs was coming from an incense bowl on a high table.
More importantly, there was a woman sitting at the table. It took Tani a moment to realize that she was mansthein, but when the woman turned to look it became obvious. She had pale Coran-styled hair that was tied back in a single tail down her back. Like the man who had saved her, she had small pointed ears. Her skin was a green-blue, but it was an even shade, unlike many of the mottled warriors Tani had seen. She wondered if that variation was natural or not when the woman spoke.
"You're awake. Don't move too quickly."
"I... I understand." Tani gingerly poked at her side and winced. Though she would have expected more pain, it definitely hurt. "Am I healed?"
The mansthein woman arched an eyebrow. "You weren't just magically healed - I healed you. Not easy when you've run yourself that low, believe me. And you'd better believe we're spread thin, trying to keep all these idiots alive."
Her sharp tone surprised Tani, but she was still fixated on simpler matters. "Thank you for healing me. I don't mean to complain, but... it still hurts a lot."
"I don't have sein to spare to numb pain. Be glad Kolanin asked me to do this much for you." The healer poked at the fire beneath the incense bowl with a small metal rod. "If you expected to wake up fully healed, you have the wrong idea. Maybe an Estronese healer could manage that, but I haven't been able to study their techniques. Your body will have to handle the rest on its own."
"Then I thank you deeply for helping me." Tani swung her legs out of the bed so that she could give a bow, though she didn't know if it meant anything to the other woman. The healer just grunted and looked back down to the table, where she was mixing something in another bowl.
"Don't thank me, I was just following orders. You should go talk to Kolanin now - straight down the hall."
Nodding, Tani rose to her feet, thanked the woman again, and left the room. She did look around for her knives, but saw no sign of them. Considering how she was being treated, she didn't want to impose by demanding them. Though she might still be questioned or imprisoned, she was being treated like a guest. That boded well for her future, especially compared to the near death she'd faced the last time she was awake.
Once into the hallway, Tani realized that she hadn't asked the healer's name and regretted it. Perhaps it was less important than meeting Kolanin, but it would have been better to acknowledge the woman. Still, she needed to keep moving forward.
In part because turning around sounded painful. Every time she moved her left side, pain twinged up her entire body. Tani had to lean against the wall with her good side, catching her breath for a while. The ache from the bruises was made worse by the burning she felt all through her body. Instead of a pool of sein within her, she possessed only a parched wasteland.
That wasn't a bad sort of pain, though. Trying to draw so much sein under such desperate conditions had probably torn open channels within her and widened those that already existed. Such injuries could kill, but her master's training had prepared her to survive such experiences and grow from them. Or so she hoped - right now she just wanted the burning to cool down.
Tani did her best to ignore it and kept moving down the hallway, ignoring the side doors in favor of the partially opened one at the end. She took a few moments to breathe deeply when she reached it, then pushed it open and stepped inside.
To her surprise, she looked out over the Nellanni River and half of Bundlin. For a moment she thought it was a large window, but then she realized she was on a roofed balcony. A pleasant breeze teased around her, which was a welcome change, but Tani focused on the table at the center.
Kolanin sat in a chair beside it, looking every bit as calm and collected as he had the previous night. In the light she could see that he was older than she had realized, though the dignified lines of his face made it difficult to know his exact age, similar to most of the Nelee masters she had met. He had several papers set out in front of him, of a quality that she would have associated with sacred texts, yet apparently used for mere documents.
She was more surprised to find Slaten standing at attention a few steps back. Both of them were looking at her, of course, and Tani smiled at them on instinct. None of her emotion was faked, since she was happy to be alive. The fact that she'd survived finally caught up to her, and the rush of happiness did much to soothe the burns on her spirit.
"Good afternoon, Tani." Kolanin turned to her and gave the same gentle smile she remembered from before. "I hope that you have slept well."
"I did. Thank you for the healing."
Kolanin waved a hand as if it was nothing. She noted for the first time that his fingernails were dark gray and unusually sharp, but somehow she didn't find it threatening. "Do not concern yourself with it. However, we must have a serious discussion at this time. Please, take a seat."
Tani gratefully slid into the chair he indicated. It looked like the Coran chairs she had seen on her journey, but there were cushions built into the seat and back. Though that might have seemed strange to her normally, given her current aches she was glad to ease her body into it. Slaten stood awkwardly for a while before Kolanin gave him a glance that convinced him to sit as well.
"It must be said that you did break the law, but the question is how we will respond to that. The punishment for spying is death, but even if you had no malicious intentions, you should not have done that." Kolanin raised a hand to forestall her objections. "Fortunately, Slaten told me what you did when you arrived in Bundlin. This will be taken into account as well."
She shot Slaten a grateful smile before realizing that she might have gone too far and risked being misconstrued. Fortunately, he seemed entirely serious and merely accepted with a quick nod. Maybe the slightest smile in response, but he was a grim one.
"However, there is one thing I can only ask you directly: what were you doing, sneaking into the mansthein side of Bundlin?"
Tani slowly and awkwardly explained herself, her motivations seeming childish now that she had to speak them aloud. It reminded her of the story of the curious cockatrice chick, though that story ended with the naive bird being eaten. Fortunately, Kolanin didn't make her feel uncomfortable and listened quietly.
She was worried that he might not believe her, but when she expressed her motives, he seemed to understand. If he hadn't known about her helping with the conflict when she arrived, she worried that he might have viewed her more skeptically. When she finished, Kolanin nodded thoughtfully and she breathed a sigh of relief as she realized that she wouldn't be punished.
"Now," Kolanin said, "if you simply were allowed to go free, that would undermine the rules that we have established. However, given the circumstances, I am inclined to ask you to work off your debt instead of receiving punishment. Does that sound agreeable?"
"It sounds a lot better than an axe to the face," Tani said. Kolanin responded with a quick smile that made the lines around his eyes wrinkle pleasantly, while Slaten simply nodded as if in acknowledgment of her point.
"I understand that you are of the Nelee tribe of Rhen. Forgive me, but your people are rather far west for me to have been briefed on them. Is your tribe on good terms with the Kelfaa or the Yevee?"
"The Yevee, yes. The Kelfaa... uh, very much the opposite."
"That will do, I think." Kolanin turned to glance toward Slaten. "Does that work for you?"
Slaten blinked. "You're asking me?"
"It may not be your job, but consider it your responsibility. I handed you that Coran boy, after all. Besides, it would be foolish to send her alone and the Yevee would probably respond better to you than to the others we have available."
That led him to nod, but Tani wasn't sure if she entirely understood. "You're asking me to work for you as a... messenger to the Yevee? I can try, but I don't know if I will be of any use."
Kolanin gave her another smile. He didn't remind her of her master - not enough sharp edges - but many of the other masters had his manner of warm presence. "Don't worry, I won't demand too much of you. The problem is that many humans are still determined to fight the 'Deathspawn hordes' - that includes some local Rhen groups. There are other mansthein who would prefer to simply subjugate them, but now that we've established peace in Bundlin, I would like to treat with them. For that, we need messengers who won't be attacked on sight."
"I understand." More than understand, Tani had to work to keep a huge smile from plastering itself across her face. Kolanin seemed like he was interested in exactly the same questions that concerned her. If she could make things right with the local laws while trying to see if Rhen and mansthein could find peace... she couldn't imagine a more appropriate challenge for her Farwalk. "I'm not in any condition to travel now, but I'll begin work as soon as I can."
"You don't need to force yourself. If you put the same determination into making peace with the Yevee as you did evading Ghakin, I will be more than satisfied."
Tani stared blankly, but Kolanin's focus seemed to have shifted to the papers in front of him. After an awkward pause, Slaten spoke in a low voice. "Ghakin is the Catai."
"Ah. I, uh, will do my best."
"Very good." Kolanin smiled at them again, but his expression was distant. When he looked away, out over the city, his gaze became unfocused. "I have a great deal to do, but I will speak to you again when more has been arranged. I trust that you will be ready."
"Of course." Tani recognized the dismissal and got to her feet, but hesitated. "If I may ask... where are my knives?"
Kolanin shrugged off the detail, but to her surprise Slaten responded with a strangely guilty look. He unrolled a strip of cloth at his side, which contained all her knives carefully placed within. It looked as though they had been cleaned, and by someone who knew blades. She had a feeling that he had done it and wondered just exactly why he called himself a healer.
Slaten returned her knives as they approached the door, and it was obvious that Kolanin's focus had returned to other tasks. Given how important he was, she was grateful that he had given her so much attention. She wanted to thank him again and worried that might be an intrusion, but couldn't help but speak again.
"Commander Kolanin, I... hope that I have not caused any trouble to the city with my disturbance."
He glanced at her long enough to give a reassuring smile, waving away her concern. "The fight you helped stop when you arrived would have been a much bigger problem. Last night we also had thieves crossing the river and three fights between mansthein and humans, not to mention the burglaries on the human side and the murder on our side."
"Oh... it sounds as though you have a very difficult task."
That got another smile from him, this one an uneven grin. "I didn't ask to be assigned here because I wanted things to be easy."
"But you've managed to build actual peace between us here."
"I've kept the peace for another day, at least. I don't think anyone can really build true peace, just maintain it one day at a time." His gaze wandered from his papers over the city, then further upward. "We'll see about tomorrow."




Chapter 4

-
"The Deathspawn empire is unremittingly expansionist, accepting nothing but surrender from their opponents. They use peace treaties only as temporary means to focus their attention on other wars. This is, of course, the current situation in the lands of Nol. Whether their empire requires this constant expansion to survive or whether it is simply in their nature remains unknown."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
It was only when he woke up propped in one corner of the room that Slaten realized that he had managed to get some sleep. Even after almost a year, he still woke quickly, his hand reaching for a weapon that wasn't there. His mind returned more slowly and he gradually relaxed every muscle in his body one at a time as he prepared to get back to work.
There had been a conflict with another mansthein company out of town, and this one was no misunderstanding or accident. The mansthein were being tight-lipped about who they had fought, but they had taken heavy casualties. Usually Slaten stayed at the clinic, but when things got this bad, even he was called in to help.
Slaten stepped out of the small supply room where he had rested and let the smell of blood and the cries of pain roll over him. The mansthein clinic was normally more than large enough, but with the new company joining them, they overflowed the available beds. It was an ugly scene, but the ugliness had grown more subdued since he fell unconscious. Not many were screaming now, and most who were dying had dark cloths draped over them, left to fate or their own strength.
He spotted Iralin across the room, standing behind a seated warrior. One of those who had been stationed in Bundlin for a long time, not a new arrival, though Slaten wasn't good enough with names to remember his. That was an adequate place to start.
Drawing closer, he saw a gaping wound on the warrior's arm, so deep he could see a hint of bone. Iralin's blood-stained hands hovered just beside it, not visibly different, but he could taste the sein thick in his mouth. Even as he walked over, the torn flesh shuddered and came together. The skin closed over the injury, but then split open again, leaving a shallower cut that flowed with fresh blood.
Iralin wavered on her feet and slowly opened her eyes. After staring at the wound, she looked up, saw Slaten, and nodded grimly. "Took you long enough. Get this bandaged. I'm going to see if I can't save a few of the stronger ones, then I need sleep."
"I'll do what I can. Anything else I need to know?"
"We mostly know who will live and who will die. Now it's just about saving limbs." Iralin ran a hand through her hair and stared at him dully. Normally she was curt with him, since he wasn't up to her standards for apprentice healers, but when things got this bad, they were on the same side. "Bandage what you can and then head back."
He nodded and began searching for the nearest clean supplies. Meanwhile, the warrior seemed much more concerned, speaking to Iralin in rapid Futhik. Slaten caught the word "arm" a few times, but otherwise he was completely lost. It was hard enough to keep up with Iralin's quick speech at the best of times, much less while he was groggy and the topic was healing.
While she shuffled off, Slaten collected bandages and approached the warrior. Fortunately, the mansthein man didn't seem likely to flail at him as some of the injured had. He actually grinned and slapped near the wound with his free hand.
"Iralin said if you do a good job, the arm will be good as new in days!"
"That's up to your body." Slaten squeezed a wet rag to run water over the wound, then applied a simple unguent. No sense trying to be gentle, and his rough movements didn't generate much more than a grunt from the warrior.
"I'll be fine! The man who did this to me won't be getting much use out of his arm." He chuckled to himself, while Slaten split his attention between curiosity and trying to remember the man's name.
"Who were you fighting?"
That made the warrior scratch at his jaw. "Not sure if I should say. All these new men are from another commander. Very strange stuff. Got some kind of spy involved, I think, like one of the human merchants we use is a spy or something. Maybe we shouldn't say."
After that he barked something in Futhik to another warrior. His dialect was rougher than Kolanin or Iralin, so Slaten had some trouble, but it was obviously a question about telling him. In the short conversation that followed, Slaten heard "Gabbak" and felt mostly certain that was the mansthein warrior's name.
"Yeah, I'd better not say." Gabbak ground his teeth together irritably. "I preferred it when they just sent us to exterminate or conquer. Uh, no offense."
Slaten shrugged. "Fewer injuries before this."
"No clue what happened to that bandit woman, but at least the roads are safer now. But those damn Rhen can't stop fucking with us every time we go north..." Gabbak kept talking in general terms, no doubt revealing some secrets that he shouldn't have. Not that it would do him much good, but Slaten quietly listened as he finished tying the bandages.
When his work was done, Gabbak flexed his arm and gave a grimace that turned into a savage sort of grin. "Hurts, but it'll do. Thanks."
Nodding, Slaten simply moved on to the next warrior. He wished that he could do more, especially in times like these, but his skills were limited. Now that he had fully woken up, he resolved to give another try at Iralin's basic technique, once he had finished his work.
Eventually he had done all he could. Slaten replaced the remaining supplies and headed out, stopping at the door. The room looked little better than when he had started. Gabbak gave him a rough wave and he saw a few other warriors he had helped, but he felt no real sense of satisfaction. He was just tired.
Slaten emerged onto the streets of Bundlin, wincing as the sun stabbed into his eyes. He no longer received an escort back over the bridge, but he headed straight there so as not to risk antagonizing anyone. They might be friendly enough now, but they had likely just finished killing a lot of humans. If it came down to it, they were soldiers, and they would do what soldiers did.
Though he was numb for most of the walk, the movement helped him shake off a little of it. By the time he reached his usual clinic, he felt mostly better.
The interior was downright peaceful compared to what he'd come from, a few of their usual patients and several men and women just relaxing to get out of the sun. His gaze quickly found Tani, who sat on a low bench with Teren on her lap. From a distance he couldn't hear them, but the little girl was all smiles and giggles. It had been a long time since he'd seen her like that, since he wasn't terribly good at encouraging children.
When she saw him Tani smiled, and he was able to return that at least. "How are you feeling, Tani?"
"Much better. Physically I feel great, but Vanna said I should take three or four more days before I do any sein training more difficult than meditation."
"She's probably right." Slaten bent down to look at Teren again. "Did you get hurt again?"
Teren shook her head and giggled. "I just come you see." Her Coran had improved greatly while in Bundlin, but when she was in a mood like this she was a little incoherent in any language. "Tani nice is."
"Teren here was just telling me all about your village." Tani bounced the girl on her knee a few times before setting her down and getting to her feet. "Oleph-Amm sounds like a place I'd like to visit sometime."
"It's a bit far..." Slaten realized too late that she was just being polite, so ended with a shrug. "Did you need something?"
"Boring talk." Teren squirmed in place a little, then patted their knees and wandered off. As soon as she was a short distance away, Tani frowned and turned to him.
"Is it really safe for her to be wandering around like that? Where are her parents?"
"Dead." When Tani's eyebrows rose, Slaten realized he'd need to say more. It wasn't exactly a secret, but... "Our village was in conflict with mansthein armies. I was with her family and some other villagers who just wanted to escape it, but things didn't go well. I'm taking care of her until I can somehow find a way to get back across the Chorhan Expanse and take her to relatives."
"You're taking care of her?" Tani folded her arms and regarded him with a look he couldn't read. "I didn't really think you the type, Slaten. Not that you're bad with her, but you seem... ah..."
He gave her a thin smile. "I'm not offended. It's true. She actually lives with an older Coran couple who lost a granddaughter. They treat her well. But I'm responsible for finding a way to get her home safely."
"That's a difficult task. I suppose there might eventually be a caravan or some assignment going all the way across the Expanse?"
"Hopefully. But I actually wanted to ask about your assignment. How are things going?"
Tani sighed and looked down, staring at one hand as she flexed it. "I've been asking Rhen who live in Bundlin about the situation, but it has been slow and fruitless. As far as I can tell, there are no Yevee living in town. I do know more about where they live, but it seems I will need to go meet with them myself when I'm ready."
"None of them have trade connections to nearby Yevee?"
"They do, but it turns out that isn't the problem. According to Dhunor, most Yevee tribes have continued trading with Bundlin, just through Coran traders. It's the warrior factions that are hostile to any sort of truce."
Slaten folded his arms and considered that, but didn't feel he had the knowledge to offer any insight. "So, you have a plan for trying to meet with them?"
"It shouldn't be too difficult to arrange a meeting, but I need them to take me seriously. For that, I need to prepare more." Tani's hand shifted down to the small knives on her belt and Slaten's eyes locked on it, but she was just toying with the handles. Nervously, he realized. "I may need assistance from others. I don't suppose there are any halls of mastery in Bundlin?"
"Corans don't really have places like that, and what they do have wouldn't accept you. There is an area outside the western gate that is used by some for training, however. It may be a place to start."
He gave her more specific directions and Tani thanked him before she left. Slaten watched her go, wondering if she had wanted to ask him for direct assistance. Helping her with the meeting was one thing and Kolanin would likely approve of that, but if she meant help with her preparations... he had little to offer there.
But he did intend to go to the training grounds himself. After checking that there were no emergencies at the clinic, Slaten took a small roll of bandages and headed out toward the training grounds. His sense of time was distorted by the fact that he'd woken in the middle of the day, so he was surprised to find so many in the markets, but he had adjusted by the time he left the town gates.
Though they called them training grounds, they weren't very impressive. Just a small area outside Bundlin, most notable for being positioned between three large mounds of boulders such that there was usually a little shade. A circle had been cleared of grass for Coran wrestling on one side, while the other side had a large area beaten mostly flat. Nothing much, but getting outside of Bundlin helped focus the mind.
The area was currently empty, which was ideal for his purposes. Slaten knelt down and placed his hands on his knees, trying to clear his mind. His gaze slowly slid over the grasslands toward the horizon. When facing away from Bundlin they seemed to go on forever, the grasses unbroken except for the occasional outcropping of rock.
Once he felt calmer, Slaten pulled back his sleeve and used a knife to make a small cut on his forearm. He focused on the pain, the drop of blood welling up in the cut. Though he wouldn't be able to heal it even if all went well, Iralin said that real injury often helped trainees find the sein they needed.
Slaten took a slow breath, searched deep within himself, raised his hand over the injury...
Nothing happened.
As usual, there was absolutely no response. He might as well have been a child waving his hands and pretending to cast a magic spell. The sein he knew well stirred within him, but it was completely useless for the purposes of healing. Though in theory he knew that there must be currents of healing sein within himself, they were as good as a myth for all that he could use them.
The last time he had failed to draw sein he had been a child learning the basic sword forms. And that had come to him fairly quickly, the taste of sein in his mouth now so familiar that he barely even thought about it unless it was particularly strong. But when trying this, he felt like a fool.
Resolving not to become distracted, Slaten tried again, this time starting with the sein he already knew. Tasting his own power had come first, and he had learned to feel it as his training continued. Iralin said that most healers would hear it first, and he had no idea how he would experience that. That was why it helped to be here in the quiet, where there was only the background noise of the wind. Could that be it? But no, if it had been sein the sensation would have been more visceral, the sound in his spirit more than in his ears. It could be difficult to tell, but he would have figured it out by now.
Meditation still came easily to him, his sein circulating within his body smoothly as he sought to master it better. But the blood from the cut had dried and the sun had shifted before he admitted to himself that he had still completely failed.
Slaten struck the earth in frustration and immediately felt shame for the outburst. But it wasn't supposed to be like this. These techniques should have been taught by many elders, passed down to him as part of a respected lineage instead of fumbled at so far from home.
But it had been a long time since he'd had guidance from the elders, and even longer since his village had really been home. The surge of anger had already vanished, replaced with the flat conclusion he had long ago accepted. Slaten carefully brushed the dirt off his fist and rose to his feet.
"Wow, you are just shit at that."
The voice made him flinch and reach to his side, though even as he realized the motion was futile, he recognized the voice. Slaten sighed and turned toward the source.
Melal lay beneath one of the few trees with his hands behind his head. His blond hair was only a little darker than the grasses and his Coran tunic was light leather, so he had blended in. Though Slaten hoped that he had been asleep until recently, judging from Melal's smirk, he had been watching for longer than that.
"You are correct. I am not skilled as a healer."
Yawning, Melal stretched and slowly got to his feet. "That's what I don't get about you, Slaten. Why do you keep trying to learn things you're shitty at? I mean, I tried to learn healing skills too at one point, but I figured out that it wasn't going to happen. You've gotta follow your talents."
Though Slaten disliked Melal, he had to admit that there was truth to what he said. Perhaps more than he wanted to admit, though Slaten preferred to set that thought aside and changed the subject. "What are you here to train?"
"I am here to pretend to train." Melal shook a finger at him as he approached. "The real secret to succeeding here is to pick a high enough goal that you can't be expected to accomplish it right away. If I'm supposed to do something about those Southern Coran warlords, I need to be a lot tougher, right? No one can expect that to happen overnight."
"I see." That attitude ran against Slaten's instincts, but he had to consider that Melal might be right. If you didn't believe that peace could last, there was no point working toward it. And he had seen for himself that it wasn't likely, more than once... "Since you're here, you might as well practice hitting me."
"Oh, please. That's for your sake, not mine. I'm not inclined t-" Abruptly Melal swung, straight for his jaw. Slaten took a quick half-step backward and avoided the blow, but Melal followed by ramming his shoulder into his chest. As Slaten staggered back, coughing, Melal laughed. "Come on, you actually asked for it! Coran boys do this when they get bored."
"But I still need more time." Keeping an eye on Melal, Slaten focused and gathered his sein in the unusual way. In his training he had learned to feel it alongside his body, but the Coran arts drew it within the body in an unfamiliar way.
That made it especially hard to use naturally, but Slaten had been practicing. He focused on his memories of cuts and bruises, of the taste of blood in his mouth and the sound of ringing in his ears. All of that came together more quickly now and he felt the sein move within his body. It felt as though there were knives flowing through his veins, yet there was no pain, only a sharp clarity that he reshaped into the form of his body as quickly as he could.
He needed to, because at that moment Melal punched him in the face.
Slaten staggered backward, rubbing his jaw. He'd managed the defensive art just in time, so it only stung a little. But the blow had shaken his concentration, forcing him to start the process of gathering the technique in his mind all over again.
"That all you have? I didn't even hurt my hand!" Melal swung at him again, forcing Slaten to retreat as he tried to refocus on the Coran technique.
Though it was not exactly the same as the art that the Catai used to harden their bodies, Slaten thought that the Coran skill was similar enough. It might not be much defense against a Catai directly attacking him, but it might be enough to keep the blows he took from breaking his body. He told himself that this was a useful skill for a battlefield healer, that he was justified in pursuing this instead of focusing on the healing skills that came so slowly.
Melal struck his stomach and this time Slaten retained his focus. Which meant that he could stand firm for Melal to slam an elbow into his chest, then begin to pummel him.
In this, he could focus. He could forget about the fragile peace and the rooms filled with the dead and dying. Slaten let the blows fall.
~ ~ ~
Slaten worked another eleven days before Tani felt as though she was ready, but eventually she approached him to see about getting permission from Kolanin. Though she could have done it herself, Slaten didn't mind going with her. If they could really make peace with the local Yevee tribes, it would make a significant difference in the stability of the region.
"-don't mind fish, but I was disappointed," Tani was saying. "And I don't think that's just my taste. I've tasted fish in the styles of many tribes, plus Oken, and I liked most of them. There was even a Coran fisherman I met before I arrived who cooked fish better than anything I've found in Bundlin."
Slaten could only shrug. "The tainted water might affect the taste. Or maybe it just made them less interested in cooking fish."
"You'd think it would make them more interested in covering up the aftertaste, but I guess not. Speaking of food, though... are there any other styles of bread? I've tried several shops, and it's always been the same. I don't want to call it disgusting, but..."
"It's better with a strong sauce to dip it in."
"Oh, really?" Tani seemed actually excited by that idea, which was more enthusiastic than he'd ever been about food. "Do you have a place you'd recommend?"
"Sorry, not really."
"Truly? You've lived here for some time, surely you've found some local delicacies."
"Sorry, I haven't really been looking." Slaten rubbed his eyes and took the opportunity to glance at her surreptitiously. "I imagine it's disappointing to you, but I'm not the best person to talk to about food."
"Oh, it's fine! I didn't know they had bread sauces, I'll have to look for those. Maybe you need to ask for them? Yomeri might know more, if I can get her to answer..."
Chatting with her made the trip to the river go quickly, but their conversation faded as they got close to the guards. They showed their papers and were allowed through without any trouble, but he could feel Tani's tension. She wasn't drawing enough sein for him to feel it objectively, but he could read it in her posture. Only once they got completely across the bridge did she relax somewhat.
Fortunately, Kolanin's office was so close that they didn't even need an escort. Slaten had intended to start a conversation on their way, since they would likely need to wait to meet him once inside. To his surprise, as they drew close he could feel the sein within vibrating through the soles of his feet.
Tani sensed it too and they moved forward, only to halt as soon as they opened the door.
The main waiting room was filled with three Catai. Their bodies alone dominated the room, but it was the bloodlust radiating off the two of them that filled all available space and flooded out over them. Tani grimaced and stepped back cautiously, while Slaten tried to determine the nature of the conflict as quickly as possible.
One of them was Loravasik - Slaten could always recognized him because he was distinct among the Catai: half a head taller but thinner, with horns and bone-like extensions on his shoulders and joints. The second was more difficult to place, as Slaten was embarrassed to admit that he couldn't always tell the difference between all the Catai who were bald masses of blue muscle. But he thought it was Ghakin or Rhuvab, and only Rhuvab used a maul.
Their entrance had drawn the attention of the Catai, but as he'd hoped, the bloodlust wasn't redirected at them. The third Catai in the room - Ghakin by process of elimination - got up from his seat and raised a hand to them.
"What good timing! Rhuvab and Loravasik are looking to pick on someone weaker than them. Would you like to volunteer?" His voice was filled with false jocularity, prompting Rhuvab to growl and Loravasik to stomp away to a corner of the room. Slaten realized that Tani had become very still, so he took the lead in the conversation.
"I'm afraid I still have work to do today. Three Catai in one place... what's the occasion?"
Loravasik shot him a glare. "That's confidential information, human."
"Come now," Ghakin said, "It's no great secret."
"We were commanded to be alert for spies among th-"
Rhuvab made a scoffing noise. "What are people like them going to do about it, anyway? You afraid of two human children in training?"
Though the two Catai glared at one another, it was obvious that the conflict would no longer come to blows. Slaten tried to fit the interaction into his limited knowledge of the Catai. There were few enough assigned to Bundlin, so they all knew each other. He had been under the impression that Ghakin and Rhuvab hated one another, but apparently Rhuvab hated Loravasik even more.
"We won't be in your way much longer," Slaten said, then nodded toward Tani. "She needs to talk to Kolanin about an assignment she was given."
Ghakin gave an odd grin. "Oh, really? Then don't let us get in your way!"
Tani smiled at the Catai as she walked through the room, but he thought it was forced. Slaten had been planning to stay and talk to the mansthein, but Tani shot a glance at him and so he followed her through the wooden door. Behind him, he could hear the Catai beginning to argue in Futhik.
"The one with the axe... Ghakin... he would have killed me." Tani closed her eyes and took a deep breath, then focused on Slaten again. "I will be fine. I was just unprepared to see him like this."
"I don't think Ghakin is the biggest threat. He's become agreeable after Kolanin talked to him."
"Then the other two are the ones I should worry about? The one with the maul... was he the same one who struck you when we first met?"
"That's right. Rhuvab has been in Bundlin for a long time, but he's still involved with many violent incidents. And I don't know Loravasik, but even the other mansthein seem to hate him." Slaten realized that what he was saying was probably not helpful and hastened to add more. "But I don't think any of them are a real threat to us. You can usually stay out of their way."
Tani nodded slowly, then her gaze drifted toward the stairs to the second floor. "I'll go see if Kolanin approves of my plan."
Slaten nodded his agreement and headed back toward the front room. He considered trying to listen from the other side of the door for authentic Futhik, but there was too great a likelihood that they would realize he was there. Instead he simply opened the door as quietly as possible and slipped inside.
They noticed, of course, but Loravasik ignored him and kept speaking. Though his accent was nearly incomprehensible, Slaten caught words related to battle and sein. Also the word he thought meant "human", which let him piece together a little more. If three Catai had been brought together, it must be for an assignment of some significance.
"Do you understand, Naen Slaten?" Ghakin spoke to him slowly and clearly in Futhik, which was what Slaten needed to follow.
"I can not hear secrets, Seinan Ghakin."
That prompted a laugh from Ghakin and a glance from the other two. Slaten tilted his head, not sure if it was his grammar or something else that they found funny. He had been sure that he understood the system of titles, yet his surety wasn't worth much. After his laugh faded to a chuckle, Ghakin spoke again, switching to Coran.
"I'm flattered, but Seinan is wrong. Well, not wrong, but you sound stupid."
"What should I have said?"
Rhuvab spat onto the floor as if disgusted by the conversation and left the room. Loravasik examined Slaten for a moment, then turned to begin sharpening a long, curved blade. Once they were out of the way, Ghakin explained.
"I'm 'Catainan Ghakin' to you."
"Catainan is... the title for a Catai?"
"Obviously. But you only use it if you have a lower position. Now, 'Seinan' is technically not far off, because I'm stronger and higher ranked than you. But since you should say Catainan, it just sounds too formal. If you were some old man, maybe you could get away with it. But with Seinan you usually end up sounding too stiff, or like you're flattering them."
"I see." Slaten blinked and tried to integrate that into his understanding of the mansthein system of address. It didn't seem overly complex, but it was offensive not to use a title and there seemed to be many ways of using the wrong title. He wished he could just get a straight explanation from Kolanin, but didn't want to bother the leader. "I have been calling Kolanin Seinan, is that wrong?"
To his surprise, Loravasik answered. "It's fine for him. He's Seinan blood, and the local commander besides. Not that he would get offended no matter what you said."
"Thank you... Catainan Loravasik."
The Catai gave a grunt in the neighborhood of a laugh. Though a human trying to use mansthein titles seemed to be a joke to most, he hoped to one day be taken seriously. Only in recent months had he gotten anyone to call him "Naen" - the lowest rank of respect, he thought, but much better than a term of disrespect.
Since they didn't seem offended, he had a chance to ask another question. "Is there any term showing more respect than Seinan?"
"No. Well, yes." Ghakin scowled at nothing in particular. "Zeitainan is highest of all, but you don't just call someone that. Not unless they're actually Zeitai..."
"This is not a matter for humans." Loravasik set down his sword heavily and stared, though Slaten didn't see any anger in his eyes.
"I apologize, Catainan Loravasik."
After a pause, Loravasik looked away from him again. "If Seinan Kolanin truly trusts you, then there is no harm in answering your earlier question. We were sent to track down the alleged human resistance movement. We were not successful."
"Did run across them, though," Ghakin said. "They were tough bastards. I might have even bled a little if they hadn't been more interested in running away."
"If not for Rhuvab's haste, perhaps we could have tracked them."
"I doubt that. This group... they're organized. Smart enough to know that they can't take us directly."
It seemed like the subject was an old argument, so their conversation didn't go further than that. Not wanting it to end, Slaten spoke up again. "What are they trying to accomplish? Are they hitting strategic targets, or just biding their time?"
The two Catai exchanged a glance, then Ghakin answered casually. "Not sure, but it seems to me they're waiting. One of them said something about a hero coming."
"I have a question for you, Naen Slaten." Loravasik leaned closer, eyes fixing on him. "Do many humans truly believe such superstitious tales? Of a single Legend and a Hero?"
Slaten swallowed, wishing he was quicker witted. He knew that the Legend was a sensitive subject, having once seen Rhuvab nearly take off a man's head for mentioning it. Loravasik spoke about it contemptuously, though that might be a test. And Slaten had no idea what Ghakin thought, but didn't like how the Catai was looking at him with such bright red eyes.
"I... do not think most can agree about what the story even says. It's not so different from stories about other heroes, is it?"
A pause followed, balanced on the edge of a knife, then Ghakin gave a grunting laugh. Loravasik nodded and shifted back to sharpen his blade again. The conversation moved on from there, touching nothing of great importance, but Slaten never could relax.
Fortunately, before too long passed, Tani emerged again. She looked more positive than when she had gone up to speak to Kolanin, which was a relief from the conversation with the Catai. Slaten said his farewells and headed out of the office with her before asking.
"He approved?"
"Not only did he approve, he had a few good suggestions." Tani showed him a roll of paper bound by a blue ribbon and seal. "This is my permission, though I shouldn't need it once I reach the Yevee. Since I am on my Farwalk, it is perfectly reasonable for me to ask them to teach me a simple, commonly-known art. My master had even considered it at times. So I have a perfect reason to spend time with them, and in that time I can surely come to understand their way of thinking more."
"Seems like it could work." Slaten couldn't claim any great understanding of Rhen culture, but was glad to finally hear Tani's plan. "When do you leave?"
"In a few days, but Kolanin said I shouldn't go alone. He recommended that you go too... would you?"
Slaten gave it a moment of thought before deciding it wasn't much of a decision. He had been in Bundlin too long, leading him to make mistakes and lose focus. "I would be happy to."
"Good. He also recommended someone called Melal. Do you know him? Would he agree?"
"Probably." Slaten paused, not sure what to say. "He's a Coran about our age. I don't know if you'll like him. But if you can get used to him, he'll be helpful, and he can be useful in a fight."
"Wonderful!" Tani really did look happy, and despite everything, Slaten found his mood rising as well. As they crossed back over the bridge, Tani stopped for a moment, looking out over the river. "We should be careful along the way, but I think once we reach the Yevee, it should not be so difficult. This might even be fun."
It had been a long time since he'd had an expectation like that about his work. Slaten wasn't sure whether he was skeptical or just out of practice with the emotion. Still, he stayed beside Tani and looked out over the city of Bundlin.




Chapter 5

-
"One great oddity of the Deathspawn expansion is that they appear to be uninterested in holding territory for extended periods after it has been conquered. Indeed, their inability to hold territory is so striking that prudent observers must conclude it is an intentional policy. I believe with a high degree of certainty that they seek only to loot resources from other kingdoms, though toward what grand project I would not venture a guess."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
With her visit to the Yevee coming soon, Tani was eager to prepare. She was most nervous about being proficient enough that they would agree to help train her, but she realized that it was more important to know the warriors she would be traveling alongside. That was why she had agreed to meet Melal at the gate, though she struggled to find him now.
Out beside the western gate, the crowds lacked the diversity she saw elsewhere. Foreigners usually traveled via the river or wanted to travel east, leaving the crowds mostly Coran. The sea of light-haired people no longer struck her as so unusual, but it made finding one particular Coran difficult.
"Hey!" She turned toward the call and spotted the man who must be Melal, heading in her direction. Tani smiled and used the moment to analyze him.
Her first impression was far from analysis, however. Melal's eyes were shockingly green, like nothing she'd seen before. He had a strong, broad jaw that looked good with a wide smile on it. Though he was definitely eyeing her as he loped closer, she supposed she couldn't blame him for that while she was doing the same.
Tani took a mental step back to consider the basics: he was a young man about her age but substantially taller, perhaps as tall as Slaten. His sleeveless open jacket made it obvious that he was well-built, though having seen Catai warriors, her perspective on muscle had changed. His pants were unremarkable and golden-brown, but the belt that fell into a loincloth looked silver. It couldn't possibly be actual silver, but it stood out. She noted the sword bouncing at his hip, a ragged scabbard wrapped in cloth.
"You're Melal, I take it?"
"Indeed I am." He gave her a sweeping bow with one hand at his waist in the Coran style. After that he gestured toward the gate, so she followed him. "Nice to finally meet you, Tani."
"I'm surprised it took this long, since Kolanin is apparently interested in you as well."
Melal's smile twitched but recovered. "I'm not a big fan of the old monster, but he isn't so bad to have as a commander. With everything he's doing, he doesn't care so much if you drag out your assignments."
"Ah... I take it you are not so optimistic about negotiations with Coran groups?"
"Not a chance in hell they'll negotiate with Deathspawn. It'll go on until one side or another surrenders. But that doesn't matter so much. Let's head that way for the training grounds."
As he pointed, Melal put his other hand on her lower back to guide her in that direction. Tani stiffened, but he didn't pull away. Keeping her face neutral, she walked faster to break away from him. Melal sped up too, though the pace made it too difficult for him to touch her.
"So, you're wanting to add some Coran strength to your training, right?"
Not precisely, but Tani decided not to argue it. "For what I need to do next, I need to deepen my understanding of sein."
"Don't use the Deathspawn word for it. It's power, that's all." Melal spoke with surprising conviction, drawing her gaze again. What he said didn't seem like it could possibly be true, however...
"Are you certain? I was taught from traditions older than the first Deathspawn here, and the word was the same. It's also the word for a type of wind in Nelhae."
"Yeah, maybe, but this isn't the first time humans have fought Deathspawn. I heard that they tried to rule once, long ago, but they were pushed back. But unless their leader is defeated, they will always return. That's why we need a Hero, to end this war forever."
Part of Tani wanted to ask him about Coran stories of a hero, because she was deeply curious to compare them to those she knew. But the way he had been acting so far soured her mood and dampened her curiosity, so she focused on simpler matters. They had nearly reached the training grounds, though they seemed rather simple to her.
"Regardless of what you call it, I need a deeper understanding. I first sensed sein by smelling it and after training I've learned to taste it. I haven't been successful with any other senses, but I'd hoped that getting another perspective might open my ears, or even my eyes."
Melal waved away the subject. "There's no point chasing after new senses. They show you how far you've come in your training, that's all. Someone who knows inner strength with all their senses might be much stronger than us, but it's not because of that."
Tani frowned at that. There were definitely Nelee masters who said the same, or taught that sein would come of its own accord. Her master disagreed, and though Tani knew that view was less common, she agreed with her master completely. Understanding the strength within her had always been critical to being able to actually use it.
"I suppose that is the new perspective I wanted." Tani took a breath and managed to smile at Melal. "How does it work for you?"
"Feel it in my bones. Stronger I get, it's like... steam flowing through my muscles." Melal flexed an arm, muscles bulging. It didn't look bad, but the cocky way he did it irritated her. "That's what you need to learn first. You Rhen are quick bastards, but you're usually not all that tough. Especially women."
His eyes slid down over her and Tani decided that she could definitely judge him this time. Her decision was already made, she realized. Putting a flat smile on her face, she gave him the lowest of polite bows. "Thank you for showing me the training grounds, Melal. I will take your advice in my training."
"You don't want a demonstration? I'm sure you could pick up the skills, with some coaching."
"I am afraid I need to brush up on some of my other skills before I meet the Yevee. Thank you again." With that, she turned away and headed toward one of the boulder mounds.
"Suit yourself." Melal moved to sit down against one of the trees, though he kept looking at her.
Her original plan had been to practice throwing her knives, since she knew the Yevee valued accuracy and she was certain she had grown rusty. There didn't seem to be anything set up as targets, however, and she wanted to get further away from Melal. She had also considered going through a full set of physical exercises, but those would have left her sweaty and she didn't want to perform them in his presence.
That left the practices that she'd mentioned to him, which might be a little beyond her but would be useful if she could master them. Tani drew sein into her legs as she approached the boulders and jumped her way to the top of the mound.
The sun felt even hotter when she sat exposed on top of the boulder, but at least there was a pleasant breeze. Tani sat down and crossed her legs, trying to set aside the previous encounter and focus. This place was very different than the quiet glades of home, but perhaps that was what she needed to find something new within herself.
What she wanted to learn from the Yevee was the Mountain Eye, which was currently beyond her. She remembered old Avhenor, who could always tell when the children were trying to play a prank on him, no matter how quietly they approached. Some had attempted their pranks while giggling wildly, so it was easy to notice them, but Tani had been silent and he had still always known. Later when she had learned he was a master of the Mountain Eye, it was obvious that nothing could draw near him without him being aware of it.
Such a skill would be a great advantage, but her master said that it was difficult to master when one could only smell and taste sein. Before Tani had left on her Farwalk, she had still been taught the basic forms, in case her new experiences might inspire something in her.
Tani began with the sun and the wind around her, then focused on the stone against her legs. It was smooth, weathered by years of wind. She could feel the age of it, the weight and substance. Nothing more, however, and perhaps even that was just her imagination. Closing her eyes, Tani dug deeper, trying to gather her new experiences into the proper forms.
She thought of the new foods she had eaten, her explorations of Bundlin, the people she had met. Yet she became distracted by thoughts of meeting Deathspawn - no, mansthein - then wandered to Melal and her frustrations. Slaten had not warned her about him, which prompted a twinge of annoyance, but perhaps he had not been aware.
Abruptly Tani realized that she had not been meditating on her sein, just thinking idle thoughts. She scowled at herself and tried again, but nothing would come together. She could smell the sein flowing within her and gather her memories, yet the true form of it remained beyond her.
Though she kept trying long enough that she would not feel guilty about giving up, Tani knew that she had little hope of grasping the fundamentals of the Mountain Eye now. Not with everything so clouded. Part of her remained just for the sake of not shaming herself in front of Melal.
Once she finally got to her feet, she turned back to look at him before stretching. It seemed as though he was asleep, and when she focused she could hear him snoring. Tani stretched her aching muscles and headed back down the stones at a slower rate.
Today had not been productive, but there would be other days. All she could do was hope that by the time she reached the Yevee, they would accept her offer.
~ ~ ~
In the end, only Tani and Slaten left Bundlin to meet with the Yevee. Though that was a smaller group than Tani had wanted, she didn't want to travel for several days with Melal. Besides, the area surrounding Bundlin was fairly secure except for the very group she was going to meet, which would hopefully not be a threat to her.
Normally she would have thought nothing of traveling alone with Slaten, but the encounter with Melal led her to reconsider. Many would make assumptions about a man and a woman traveling together, after all. But it seemed like Slaten thought nothing of the sort, so she quickly relaxed in his presence.
Having Slaten along made trekking through the endless grasslands less boring, but he wasn't as much of a conversationalist as she'd hoped. After they spent a while walking in silence, Tani decided that it was worth it to bring up a subject that might be too sensitive.
"Slaten... you weren't always a healer, were you?"
He didn't give an immediate response, eyes meeting hers sharply for a moment and then turning away. Usually she found young men easy to read, but Slaten might as well have been made of stone.
"You don't need to answer if you don't want, but I think you were once a warrior. When someone moves quickly, untrained people either can't react at all or they just flinch. You always set your feet to react, then hesitate."
"You're right." Slaten took a deep breath, his gaze avoiding hers and scanning the horizon. For a long pause she worried that he would say nothing more, that she'd offended him, then he began to speak slowly. "In Oken communities, everyone is tested for competence at a young age and then set on a path. I understand others have many named arts, but for us there are only singular paths. I was set on the Path of the Warrior. But after seeing the war with the mansthein, the violence... there is no future that way."
Tani considered his words seriously, though she was certain there was something beneath them. Usually Slaten was honest to a fault, but this time she thought he was hiding something from her. "It isn't seinshock, is it? I can understand fighting a Catai migh-"
"Sorry, but you may want to reconsider that. If you had seen someone in seinshock, that would be clearer."
"I meant no offense."
"Neither did I." Slaten didn't say more than that, disappointing Tani for a time before she decided that she couldn't let the matter go.
"Did you follow that path only because you were set on it? Are you happier trying to be a healer?"
That took him even longer to answer, then Slaten spoke in a low voice. "I don't know if the world needs more warriors." Only a moment later did he realize that this might seem offensive to her, blinking and finally looking at her again. "Oh, I... do not mean to disagree with your decisions. The world might need warriors, but I don't think I can be one of them."
Tani thought she heard longing in his voice but didn't press further. They walked in silence for a time, Slaten clearly considering his words before speaking again.
"Truly, I have nothing against you. I am actually interested in Rhen techniques. Compared to Corans, both Rhen and Okeni warriors are more focused on speed. You're much more agile than I ever was, and your reaction time is almost as fast as mine."
"Almost? I'm pretty confident in-" Tani cut off without warning, sliding a knife from her belt. She had no intention of actually throwing it, just taking him off guard and maybe breaking the tension.
To her surprise, Slaten's arm swept up, pushing her wrist to the side before she could have thrown the knife at him. Tani's eyes widened for a moment, then she found herself grinning.
"Not bad!"
"I still practice sometimes." Though she had essentially just threatened him, Slaten had a slight smile on his face. He had been trudging forward heavily, but in the moment he had deflected her attempt, his movements had become far more fluid. "But I can't even try to compete when it comes to agility. Ghakin mentioned how you avoided him - I'm useless if my feet leave the ground."
"I've grasped the basics of the Soaring Feet, though I still have a lot to learn."
"We have something similar called the Paths in the Air. But I was trained in a different style, focused on maintaining strong footwork at all times."
As Slaten continued speaking, Tani saw a side of him that she hadn't before. Though he was still reserved and smiled only briefly, he clearly enjoyed the discussion of techniques and was deeply curious about what she knew. Since she had only learned the most basic of Rhen skills, there were no secrets to worry about sharing. Besides, it was more fun than she'd had on their trip yet.
Their conversation quickly confirmed Tani's suspicions that Slaten was at a similar position to her. He had a strong grasp of sein, being able to taste and feel it, though it seemed too personal to ask what those sensations felt like to him. There was no Okeni equivalent to the Farwalk, but he had been on the path toward mastery.
And at some point, he'd abandoned something that he clearly still enjoyed.
She wanted to know why, but decided that his reasons were his own. Tani just let the conversation flow until the sun went down and they had to find a place to camp. The main thing they'd been given for rations was a pot of Coran bread, which Tani was not particularly looking forward to. But Kolanin had given her a small amount of aurochs jerky and Slaten had a container of sauce for the bread, so the meal wasn't unpleasant. By the end of it, Tani felt satisfied but not yet sleepy.
"Melal said you didn't want him to come along." Slaten spoke quietly after a pause. Tani had been gathering her thin blanket around herself, but stopped to look at him.
"Did he tell you how our meeting went?"
"He gave me his perspective. I assume you have your own."
Tani smiled crookedly. "That's one way to put it. I accept that I might have to work with him, but I don't want to be anywhere near him more often than I have to."
"Melal can be frustrating, but he does have a strong grasp on the Coran arts of strength. Since your other skills are well-developed, I thought that might be helpful to you."
"It's true that strength would help me, but I don't want to steal anyone else's techniques. Even if they were freely given, I'm not Coran. When I want to gain physical strength, I'll find a way to do it from within my own traditions - for example, there's a Lanoo tribe that is well known for physical power."
"Hmm." Slaten eyes were already narrow, but they narrowed further, the blue seeming to glint from within. It might have been intimidating if she hadn't known him, but Tani thought he was taking her words seriously. "I respect that, but I'm not sure I understand your reasons."
Tani took a moment to answer, rearranging herself and her blanket a few times while her thoughts fell into order. It all seemed clear and instinctive to her, but her master said that if she couldn't explain something, she didn't understand it. In time she found what she wanted to say.
"I don't want to be just... someone who is good at killing people. I want to be a Nelee warrior. That means more than power, it means discipline and a moral code. It means being an example that younger Nelee can follow." Tani realized she was saying too much and wondered if he thought her naive, but Slaten watched her with his usual neutral expression. "Is it not that way for the Oken?"
"Oh, it is. More about joining the elders and supporting society, but it sounds very similar." His gaze wandered among the isolated stars overhead. "But I need.... I used to need all the strength I could get. I had no more Okeni teachings, so I took lessons wherever I could."
"I think I understand. I didn't mean to judge you for it, I just... have a path to follow."
"You can judge if you want. That's in the past now." Slaten started to pull back, wrapping his blanket around himself, and Tani didn't want to let him withdraw.
"Then you wouldn't object to learning something about Nelee running?" she asked.
As she'd hoped, that got a spark of interest. "You'd share your tribe's arts?"
"I'd be interested to see if I can't gain new insight into myself from Okeni speed, either."
"Then we'll see how tomorrow goes." Slaten turned away from her and lay against the ground, but she thought she saw a smile on his face. Tani lay back and stared into the stars overhead.
~ ~ ~
The long grasses parted underneath her feet, her flowing steps cutting a path over the expanse. Mint burned strong in her nostrils, but Tani didn't let up, trying to drive herself faster. When she ran for its own sake, not to escape anyone, the steps held a simple joy like no other.
Slaten ran some distance away, keeping pace. They'd raced a few times and confirmed that she could definitely out-sprint him, but she admired the way he flowed over the ground tirelessly. Though she lacked the skill to feel how his sein flowed, when they had taken a break he had explained the technique as best he could. Given more time, Tani thought that it would indeed give her new insight into her own running.
But setting aside any practical concern... the rolling grasses were broken by a single boulder at an angle, just before her. Instead of moving around, Tani decided to run straight up the side without stopping. She kicked off the end and shot through the air, letting out a whoop as she sailed back into the grasses.
She felt a bit embarrassed, but she saw that Slaten jumped too and even had a bit of a smile on his face. He didn't seem to find quite the same joy in running that she did, but he had been fascinated every time they compared techniques. And given how good it felt to run with even marginal improvements, she could understand him.
Unfortunately, they couldn't run forever. Their bodies could only move so quickly with sein pumping through them, and sprinting over the grasslands sapped it quickly. Besides, they were getting closer to their destination and should arrive fresh. Tani slowed down to a jog and then eventually a walk.
"How far is it yet?" Slaten caught up to her with his longer stride and shielded his eyes to look forward.
"Very close now. We should start getting ready - there's no reason this should end in violence, but there's also no reason not to be prepared." Tani took off her pack and searched through it until she found the aurochs jerky, stuck one piece in her mouth, and handed him another.
"Not going to stop to eat?"
"After coming this far, I don't want to wait." She chewed on the jerky as she scanned the horizon, trying to find the last landmark. It should be within sight soon, then their trip would be almost over.
And in a sense, her entire Farwalk would be much closer to being over. Tani doubted that anything serious would go wrong, which meant that she could fulfill both her obligations to Kolanin and many of her promises to herself. No one could argue that she hadn't done enough on her Farwalk. While she might not have solved the problem, she had never expected to do that on her own. It was enough that she knew the truth and found some insight about it.
Was that actually enough, though? It was definitely sufficient to allow her to return to the tribe, but Tani found the idea of leaving Bundlin somewhat dissatisfying. Not that it had become a home to her, yet it felt so much more active than the relative isolation of the Nelee villages. Given what she had seen here, what she had thought of as violence was nothing compared to true war.
Then again, given how the mansthein were expanding, that would only be the case for so long. Perhaps it was enough to take what she had learned and prevent war from descending on her own people? That felt simultaneously right and wrong, which surprised her. She wanted to talk to her master, but the old woman would probably just ask her questions until she was even more confused.
"Is there anything I should or shouldn't do during the encounter?" Slaten had already consumed his jerky and was now watching her. Tani finished chewing and answered.
"Since we're not exactly an invading force, we should meet the outer sentries peacefully. I can explain my intentions and they'll introduce us. Stay silent at first, but once we've been accepted as guests you don't need to worry about it. We'll be taken before a master of some kind, who will definitely offer us a meal but might still reject my request."
Slaten nodded. "So you don't think this can go badly unless we cut off someone's head."
Tani laughed, then saw that Slaten reacted with slight consternation. "That was a joke, right? You don't intend to decapitate anyone... right?"
"I have no intention of attacking, but it was not a joke. I am not good at jokes." Slaten blinked at her, then shook his head as if surrendering to it. "What I mean to say is that there should be no violence unless we bring it."
"That's right. They might attack mansthein on sight, but generally the Yevee aren't an aggressive tribe. Even with tensions high, I don't anticipate any problems."
As if to mock her, at that moment she spotted the guards rushing at them.
Some silent signal prompted all of the guards to run at that moment, exploding in different directions from several hiding places to surround them. If Tani had sprinted backwards immediately, she might have escaped the net. Her goal was to meet them, however, so she tried not to flinch as the warriors completed the formation surrounding them.
All of them were faster than her. It was always an unpleasant reminder that she was still a novice, and even if she had talent, there were others with talent who had been working for years longer than she had. Tani tried to take it as a reminder of humility and hoped this wouldn't end in blood.
Fortunately, as they got closer Tani could see that though the warriors carried war masks, none of them wore them. They looked tense, but not prepared to attack. Four men, two women, a mix of weapons including knives like her own. Tani drew her sickle knife and flipped it to hold by the blade to show she meant no harm. Slaten was unarmed and though he stood very tensely, she hoped they would read that as passivity.
When they were completely surrounded, one of the men stepped forward and frowned at her, then spoke in Nelhae. "You have been directly approaching our village for some time. Why?"
"I am Tani of the Nelee, on my Farwalk. I have completed my assignment in Bundlin, but I hoped to gain wisdom before returning." Tani decided to mention Bundlin just in case they had tracked her for longer. No sense making them aggressive with what might be perceived as a lie.
"Check them." The man made a curt gesture and two of the other warriors approached. They seemed to find Slaten unremarkable and checked her over carefully for knives, noting the hidden ones at her thigh and in her boot. This seemed to make the young woman checking her relax a little. Tani let her take the weapons and smiled at her.
"I understand that there are tensions with Deathspawn in the region." Tani turned her smile to the leader and raised her hands respectfully. "I do not ask much of you, only your hospitality and the lessons of children. If you would permit me to study your texts, I would carry my gratitude back to the Nelee."
To her surprise, that prompted several unusual looks and a whispered conversation between two guards that she couldn't quite hear. The leader's frown deepened and he folded his arms across his chest. "Either you lie, or you don't know."
"Don't know?"
"Our master should decide this. Follow." With that, he turned and gave a signal, prompting the other warriors to spread out. They began moving toward the village at a reasonable rate instead of their sprint from before, keeping Tani and Slaten in the center of a large ring.
As they walked, Tani found that Slaten was looking at her and realized that the whole conversation might have been meaningless to him. "Did you follow that?"
"Sorry, but I don't speak any Rhen languages. Not more than greetings."
"Well, I don't know much more than you do. Something is disrupted for them, but they agreed to take us to their master. That's good enough."
Slaten nodded and continued in silence. Though it would have eased the tension to talk, Tani understood why he might not want to. Besides, at least one of the warriors had likely mastered arts of listening and would be following every word. While Tani had nothing to hide, better not to say anything that could be misinterpreted.
Escorted by the warriors, they headed directly to the Yevee village. It was simultaneously familiar and strange, prompting Tani to stare at everything like a child. Warriors practiced with shaped bundles of grass instead of with trees. She spotted two women with babies bound to their backs that could have stepped out of her home, if not for the carved wooden plates on their clothing. Many of the people she saw wore their hair loose instead of braided, but those with braids had woven red beads within them.
The strangest part of it was the tents, of course, entirely different from the houses she associated with home. These were what Corans had in mind when they called her a tent-dweller, yet actually seeing the Yevee village, Tani felt the insult had no weight. The smaller tents were efficient cones, designed to be moved easily and yet beautiful in their quality and the paintings on the sides. And the large tents... some of them rivaled Nelee houses in size.
They were escorted into one of these and told to wait. This tent appeared to be for training, with practice weapons along the walls and several targets in place. If they were allowed in here, that was a good sign. She spotted an old woman sharpening a blade carefully and a man throwing knives at a wooden target.
Only after they had been waiting for some time did Tani realize how natural it felt for everyone around her to be Rhen. After so long in Coran lands, she had immediately grown accustomed to the Yevee village. Though she had felt comfortable enough in Bundlin, it felt more natural to be surrounded by taupe or raven or jet hair instead of shades of Coran blond.
Still, that didn't make waiting easier. Tani found her gaze wandering to the warrior, throwing his knives into the wooden target. He was reasonably accurate but extremely fast, which drew her attention. How did he throw three knives in succession so quickly?
Observing him showed that he held all three knives in his hand instead of drawing them from his waist, which impressed her. Given how much he had to hold, how did he throw so smoothly? Beyond that, how did he focus each throw with sein? She naturally gathered and released her entire capacity with each movement, so unless he could gather it again almost instantly between throws...
At that moment her attention was wrenched away as a group entered the tent. Tani noted the guard leader from before, a middle-aged woman, and a tall man in his prime, but her focus soon fell on the oldest man. His long hair was held back by a headband covered in white beads, which had no direct meaning to her but looked regal. Combined with the staff he carried, there was no doubt that he was the summoned master.
"So, we have a young Nelee who wishes to learn from us." His voice had the strong, ageless quality of those who had spent a lifetime in sein training. He came to stand over them, but his eyes were kind.
"Thank you for meeting with me, honorable master. I do not ask you for your time or instruction, only to be permitted to study with you."
The master watched her in silence, face impassive. After a time, his gaze shifted to Slaten and he spoke in a language Tani didn't know. Presumably Okeni, because after a moment of surprise, Slaten answered smoothly. They exchanged several questions, then the master turned back to her.
"Your friend tells me that you come from Bundlin. What were you doing there?"
Tani hadn't ever imagined that the master might speak Okeni and there was no way to ask what Slaten had said. Maybe that was the point - if she had planned to lie, that plan was now futile. Though things were not going poorly, her plans had definitely fallen apart.
Seeing no other choice, Tani briefly told the truth. She didn't emphasize Kolanin or the other Deathspawn, but even what she mentioned prompted expressions of anger from the others. Except for the tall man standing at the back, who seemed only amused by the entire thing. Though he hadn't stood out to her too much before, except as a powerful warrior, now Tani found herself strangely distracted and wishing she could get a better look at him.
"Your story rings true," the master said, "but the truth is more difficult than you know. I am Master Faselor, young Tani. You have our hospitality, but we have little to offer you."
Which meant they were rejecting her politely, but Tani still gave the expected response. "I am sure that you have more to offer than I deserve."
"No, I actually spoke truly." Master Faselor shifted his stance, both hands on his staff as he looked down at her. "Sixty days ago, Deathspawn attacked our village and stole all of our original texts. Not only can we not forgive this injury, we truly do not have any simple lessons for you to study."
"How could they have stolen them?" The question was out of her mouth before she realized that it might be seen as an insult. But it was bizarre. Surely their texts would have been in a secret place, guarded by warriors.
The reaction was not anger, but confusion. Several of the warriors began speaking before Master Faselor silenced them with a look. From the fragments she had caught, and the discomfort on many faces, Tani realized that they had the same questions she did. It didn't make sense that their texts could have been stolen like that, and it was clearly a source of much distress for the tribe. No wonder they refused to treat with Deathspawn.
Slaten asked a question in Okeni and the master shook his head slowly. He focused instead on Tani, gaze searching her, and she subconsciously tried to sit up with perfect posture. "Your companion has asked if it would be possible for him to find and return our texts. While this would be a great gift to us, I do not believe an outsider could treat them with the appropriate respect. You, perhaps, could."
"If given the opportunity," Tani said, "I would be honored to recover your texts. Do you have any idea who might currently possess them?"
"If we were certain, we would have already retrieved them. They may indeed be found in the Coran city, though they were stolen in the southwest and so may be possessed by the warlord there. This warlord appears to be a great enemy to all Rhen."
"I can make no promises, but I would be honored if fate allows me to assist you." Tani bit her lip, realizing that she'd used the same "honor" twice in a row. Master Faselor didn't seem to care about the trivial blunder, giving her a peaceful smile... but then his eyes hardened.
"There will be no peace if the Deathspawn stole our texts in order to destroy them. If they stole them in order to learn, or to weaken us, then perhaps we can view their actions as honorable raiding."
Tani swallowed and nodded. "I do not know the truth of this matter. But I swear to you that I will do what I can to discover it."
"That is all we can ask. You may go, young warrior." He extended his palm to her and Tani slid hers underneath it, then she bowed alone.
With that, the master turned on his heel and left the tent. His words were a dismissal, so though she wanted to stay and listen to the new conversations starting among the warriors there, she rose and gestured for Slaten to do the same. They returned her weapons and escorted her to the perimeter.
On her way out, she felt the eyes of the tall warrior on her again. When she looked back, she found him watching her with an amused expression on his face. It changed to a friendly smile when he saw her looking, and Tani returned it, yet inside she shuddered.
What about him put her on edge? She felt that he was dangerous, yet she had no firm reason why. The tent had been filled with warriors who were dangerous, after all. Yet with her master and others, she felt a sense of peace and discipline from them that led her not to fear. With this tall warrior, she sensed only blood and violence.
Tani shook her head as they left, reminding herself that she couldn't trust her intuition that far. Besides, it was not the most important part of the meeting. They were being escorted out of the village quickly, but Tani decided not to wait to explain to Slaten, since he looked uncertain.
"I'm sorry about that," Tani said. "I truly expected that he would ignore you."
"Did it go well?" Slaten looked back over his shoulder, then to her. "It seemed like it could have been worse, but I really don't know what's going on."
"They gave us the hospitality of the tribe, so they won't attack us if we return. But they rejected my offer because of their main problem: apparently a group of Deathspawn stole their teaching texts. I'm not sure if they took all of them, or just those for the young. Either way, that's the reason they're on edge, and why the Yevee warriors refuse to treat with Kolanin."
Slaten considered that seriously as they left the camp and nodded farewell to the warriors. Once they were alone, again facing the grasslands, he spoke quietly. "Do you believe that story?"
"I do." Tani glanced back at him. "But you're right, there's something strange about it. I've never heard of Deathsp - mansthein stealing texts like that. There's something else here that we don't know."
"I'll ask Kolanin if he has any more information. I don't think he would ever offend like that, but there are many mansthein forces and some of them might have different tactics. If we do recover the texts, do you think they'd be open to talking?"
"Possibly. I saw signs they were preparing to defend themselves, but none that they intended an aggressive war. The Yevee are always the first to call for peace at the Confederation."
"Then let's hope they're open to it this time." Slaten walked in silence for a while longer, then looked to her. "This completes your obligation to Kolanin. Are you going to return home?"
She considered the question only for a moment, then shook her head. "I'm not satisfied with doing as little as possible. I want to see this resolved. Peace between Yevee and mansthein if possible, but at the least I want to assist them."
Slaten smiled at that for a moment, but didn't say anything. Tani was glad to let things fall into silence, at least for a time. She hadn't been certain until she spoke, but now that the words were out of her mouth, she didn't see how things could end any other way.
Whatever the obstacles, she would see this to the end. There was no going home before that.




Chapter 6

-
"Now we must turn to the subject of physical descriptions of the Deathspawn, where error and confusion reign. They are not, of course, invincible warriors who fight on to the last breath. Indeed, they will die if they lose enough blood and they can fight only as long as sein remains in their spirit, just as all other mortals. Careful scrutiny of reports suggests that the Deathspawn are actually more likely to break and retreat than humans, and certainly far more than the knights of South Corah."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
Though Slaten had enjoyed the trip outside Bundlin with Tani, when they returned, life slipped back into the normal routine. He still needed to work at the clinic, even more so than usual to make up for having been gone. Tani was often absent, conversing with Rhen contacts in the city to learn more. It seemed that she had a new goal that evaded her.
Of course, the person they most needed to talk to was Kolanin, but he had been too busy to meet with them since they'd returned. As far as Slaten could tell, the local merchants had been harassing him with petitions. Based on an old comment Kolanin had made, he thought that was a good thing: it meant they were willing to negotiate for the future of the city. But it meant that Kolanin had no time to think about the clinic or Tani's assignment.
Today Tani had asked him to at least try to meet Kolanin and Slaten had been willing to help. He might be a mediocre healer, but he had managed to assist in some small way during their meeting with the Yevee. Perhaps in this he could bring a little peace to the region.
The merchants' meetings were being held on the human side of the river, presumably to make them more comfortable. Slaten waited by the entrance as a large group left, surprised by how many of them there were. Not many Corans, either. He saw Estronese robes as expected, but also a merchant who must have been from further north sweating in furs and several women who looked Nol to him, though he had little experience with southern peoples.
Not that it mattered to what he needed to do. As soon as they had passed, Slaten stood up and slid into the door before anyone else could interrupt.
Inside, he found only one guard... but it was Ghakin, and the Catai's imposing presence was worth more than a normal company. His default glare shifted to a smile when he saw that it was Slaten.
"Well! I hope you're not trying to be a merchant now."
"I just wanted to speak with Kolanin before he was too busy with the merchants again."
Ghakin grimaced. "Damn money counters. You humans think up the strangest things."
"Do... mansthein not have merchants?"
"That's a human thing. Like all those stupid coins you carry around. Took me forever to get used to it after I came over here."
"I see." That didn't match what Slaten knew, but he was rather ignorant of mansthein society. Though he had seen some of life on the other side of the river, he knew a military encampment wasn't representative of normal life. "Then, are there no divisions of wealth in your society? I know you have divisions by power, but surely..."
"That reminds me, what do rich humans actually do with all the money they collect? Can you eat it or something? I tried to eat a bunch of different coins and they all just tasted like metal."
"What? I... you should understand, it's just a way of-"
Ghakin began laughing uproariously and slamming his fist against the wall. "Did you... did you seriously believe...? You think we don't understand money? How do you think literally anything in our society works?"
Slaten scowled. "I was just taking you seriously."
"I told you I ate coins!"
Folding his arms irritably, Slaten tried to swallow his shame and frustration. It didn't feel fair to mock him that way, but those thoughts would do him no good. Better to focus on a real question. "So you have merchants. But I don't think you were faking your distaste for them."
"Oh, sure." Ghakin got his chuckling under control, though he still leaned against the wall. "I just don't trust anyone who will smile at you while cheating you out of everything. I joined the army and got assigned all the way out here because this is the only place you can get away from it. We operate on military rules here, so money isn't a problem."
"I suppose I can understand that."
"I'm not saying they're all bad, but I think most of them just cause problems. For us or for humans, that part doesn't seem much different." He reached over his shoulder and tapped the blade of his axe. "We could solve a lot of problems by cutting off a few heads. Or all the heads. Maybe the next set will be less greedy."
"Not likely," Kolanin said. Slaten had no idea that he had arrived, turning only in time to see him standing in the doorway. "You like to blame merchants for everything, Ghakin, but if there are problems, they exist in the system around them. The new merchants would flow into exactly the same roles."
"I don't think they'd forget the decapitations. They'd figure it out and shape up."
"You'd be trying to change the shape of a cup by pouring new water into it."
Ghakin turned toward Slaten with a grin, not apparently bothered by what sounded like an old argument. "See, that's why things are better out here. At home, the man above me would be some spineless bastard. Kolanin may push papers, but he's tough. Doesn't lose sight of what matters even when the merchants are all over him."
"As they soon will be again." Kolanin turned to glance at Slaten and smiled. "You had something you wanted to speak about? I have some time, follow me."
Nodding farewell to Ghakin, Slaten followed Kolanin into the other room. It was nicely furnished, with two large couches in the Coran style and multiple hangings on the walls, but it was dominated by the desk in the center. Papers threatened to wash off the sides, brittle rolls of notes as well as better paper stock. A heavy book of records lay open in front of the chair.
Kolanin dropped into it and for a moment his body sagged. For the first time, Slaten noticed how weary Kolanin looked. His robes were somewhat rumpled, there were hints of bags under his eyes, and he slumped as if he had nothing left. But a moment later he seemed to remember Slaten's presence, ran a hand through his hair, then gave a warm smile like he had energy to spare.
"What is it? I heard that you and the Rhen girl were only partially successful."
"We were able to meet with the Yevee, but it didn't go as expected..." Slaten explained what had happened as quickly as possible. Kolanin closed his eyes while listening, almost looking asleep, but when it was done he nodded thoughtfully.
"I can tell you that we don't have possession of any texts here. I would never have authorized an assault on the Yevee, and stealing techniques is a certain way to create an enemy."
"They seemed certain that they had been stolen by mansthein, though."
"Most likely they are correct about that." Kolanin leaned forward and searched through his papers, finding the one he wanted surprisingly quickly despite the clutter. "I have a suspicion as to who might have done this, though I don't entirely understand why. You need to understand, Slaten, that I am unpopular among many mansthein as well as humans. Others would prefer a more aggressive military strategy, and they can often enact it."
As Kolanin spoke, his eyes became tense again for a moment. Slaten waited for him to say more, then eventually prodded. "You said you know who might have the texts. Are they someone we can negotiate with?"
"Possibly." Kolanin pushed a hand through his hair again, which seemed to be falling into his face more than usual. After a moment he gave up and just tapped on the piece of paper he'd found. "Koreinan Aryabaus is the commander of the army stationed to the southwest of Bundlin. His official assignment is to conquer East Corah, but he has significant latitude in how he accomplishes that goal. When we spoke, he seemed contemptuous of humans and disliked the idea of having enemies at his back."
"So he might have done it. Would he have destroyed the texts?"
"More likely just instructed his soldiers to take what they could to weaken the enemy. But while Aryabaus is a bit stubborn, he'll listen to reason. I'm actually surprised he did this, but he has pressure on him as well. Point being, I do think we can negotiate with him."
Kolanin searched for another paper, smiled as he found it, then handed it to Slaten. It was written in Futhik, so it did him no good, but his gaze naturally moved toward the Coran letters near the bottom. A location in Bundlin, he thought somewhere near the harbor.
"I think we can help each other, Slaten. We are going to receive a ship all the way from Teralanth that contains something that Aryabaus wants. Technology of some kind, and the report indicates that they sent someone along with it. Given the state of Teralanth, I thought it might be better for humans to greet them. Plus, it would be very helpful to me if you could assist with the transfer. I assume you get the picture?"
Slaten had heard of Teralanth, but knew nothing about it other than that it was a powerful nation on another continent. "You want me to help with the guest from Teralanth. In return, I can go with the shipment to Aryabaus and ask about the texts."
"Oh, I wouldn't just send you alone. If you can assist me with this, I'd send a letter to Aryabaus. Whatever the shipment is, he went to great lengths to acquire it. I think in return for bringing it to him, he would be willing to concede the Yevee texts."
"That sounds worth trying, then."
"Excellent." Kolanin gave him a weary smile before his eyes wandered over the papers on his desk. "This makes my work much easier - and if you succeed in negotiating terms with the Yevee, that will be a major accomplishment. I'll send you information about the arrival once I know more and trust you to handle the rest."
Slaten nodded. Since Kolanin was already turning back to his work, Slaten left the room quietly. But while closing the door, he glanced back again and saw that Kolanin's body had slumped back in his chair again.
The mansthein leader had a dozen problems to deal with on his end of the Chorhan Expanse, not to mention Teralanth and East Corah and whatever other problems Slaten didn't know about. He couldn't have handled it, and felt glad that Kolanin chose to. Slaten had a difficult time sorting through his feelings about everything, much less envisioning a path to peace.
But it seemed like he knew the next step. He could take that one.
~ ~ ~
Though it wasn't strictly necessary for her to come along, Tani was eager to see their visitor. It had taken her long enough to cross the Chorhan Expanse, and she knew it would take even longer to reach the nations to the far north or south. The idea of entirely different continents across oceans... she didn't know what to expect, which was what made it so exciting.
She wished that she had a stronger sense for the geography, however. Her understanding was that the regions east of the Nellanni River soon became Estronn lands, which extended for some distance before the ocean. This nation of Teralanth was allegedly far to the northeast, so she wasn't sure how a ship would be sailed to Bundlin. The rivers must connect differently than she expected from the Sotunn Mountains.
Her eyes were locked downriver, the rest of her only vaguely aware of her surroundings. Slaten was there, of course, and unfortunately Melal was as well. They were accompanied by a number of guards, both human and mansthein. That included the Catai who had chased her, and though Tani still wasn't comfortable with him, she had to admit that he wasn't as bad as she'd thought at first.
Ignoring all of them, Tani looked between the ships. Her gaze focused on a strange vessel like a house mounted on two canoes... might that be it? Across the river floated a small ship with a sail larger than the vessel itself that she thought might be a foreign design and watched eagerly, until it tipped over and fishermen began yelling at each other. There wa-
Focused on the river, Tani failed to look to the sky until the shouting from the others became too loud to ignore.
It hung in the sky, an enormous... her first thought was that humans had somehow created a false cloud. But it was smoother than a real cloud, and it was clearly moving toward them. Though it seemed to hang still in the air, when Tani managed to find its shadow, she reconsidered and realized just how high up it was. Unless her instincts were wrong, it was actually moving quite fast.
Around her, she could hear the people of Bundlin torn between awe and panic. The mansthein soldiers stood firm, but most were also staring. Melal alternated between trying to act casual and gawping. Slaten focused on it unblinkingly, but she decided to try asking anyway.
"Do you know what that is?" Tani asked. He shook his head silently. Tani looked instead to Ghakin, who leaned against the side of a house not far away. "What about you?"
"Not a clue," Ghakin said. "We don't have them on Orphos, so I think they're something new on Eltar Trathe."
With no answer forthcoming, Tani could only stare. As it drew closer, she was able to make out the other details clearly. Strange protrusions emerged from the back that she guessed were wings, and a structure beneath that looked much more like something humans could make. Why that shape, though?
Ghakin gave a low whistle. "Well, I'm impressed. Guess they've made, uh, sky boats now."
"Dirigible." The voice came from an unexpected direction, making Tani swivel. A mansthein warrior sat on top of a set of boxes, a hooked blade across his knees. When he saw attention swing toward him, he gave a shrug. "That's what they call them in Teralanth, though they're actually from Xithalal. If that's too much of a mouthful, commoners usually called them 'airships'."
"Didn't know you were from Teralanth, Ugkaav."
The smaller mansthein shook his head. "Fighting's bad there. Was probably going to get killed, so I volunteered when the chance came. Don't know anything special about these things."
Though this Ugkaav was allegedly from a completely different continent, to Tani he didn't look much different from the other mansthein. Same mottled green-brown skin and hairless head, though he did wear leather armor instead of going shirtless. Tani believed his story, mainly because he seemed truly uninterested in the airship as it approached.
The airship drew closer and dropped lower to the ground, confirming just how large it was, but didn't come all the way down. Instead it loomed over the grasslands beyond Bundlin, just hovering there by whatever power kept it aloft.
Now at least she understood why they had gathered at the edge of town instead of the harbor or the small secured port. Their group headed out toward the shadow of the airship, though with some trepidation.
Before they arrived, a rope dropped from the ship, hitting the ground as if heavily weighted. Several mansthein warriors slid down the rope one at a time, spreading out to secure the area. They looked similar to the mansthein she had seen, though these all wore metal clothes similar to Coran nobles except that theirs were dark and ornate.
Ghakin went forward to converse with them, and from a distance all Tani could hear was that they were speaking in their language. After the area was secured, more ropes dropped and some mansthein wearing simple workers' garb began to slide down them, carrying small boxes.
Though Tani was curious about what they might be bringing, that was not her reason for being here. More important was the human guest, who presumably must be in the structure above. Staring at it, Tani realized that there were two complex symbols drawn on the side. They were quite large, each with many more overlapping strokes than the Rhen alphabet, much less Coran. She could only assume they were a name of some sort.
Asking one of the warriors that came with the airship didn't seem wise, even if they spoke Coran. Perhaps it was best to wait for the human guest and speak with them.
At that moment, Tani spotted someone she was sure was their guest. Judging from the build it was a woman, and instead of sliding down the rope bare-handed, she was fitted with a harness and strange glove. Likely not a warrior, then... though Tani wouldn't have been sure about sliding that far herself. Another reminder of just how far she had yet to travel.
Their guest descended slower than the others, giving Tani plenty of time to observe her. She was clearly not from the Chorhan Expanse, with skin as dark a brown as Tani had ever seen and eyes even darker than hers. All her hair was tied into tight braids that were bound together in a tail that hung partway down her back, a style that Tani thought looked beautiful but made her fingers ache to think about braiding.
The woman wore dark pants and a tunic that reminded Tani most of Coran designs, though they appeared much better made. Over one shoulder fluttered a half-cape of striking purple, tied with a golden cord. It flared out as she finally landed, the woman swiftly unhooking her harness as she swept her gaze over the area.
Though she didn't betray the slightest hint of nervousness, she also didn't move from where she stood. Tani wondered if she knew all about them, or if everything was new to her as well. This was probably the part where she was supposed to step forward, but...
"This is your job, humans." Ugkaav said. He didn't seem in any way surprised by the new arrival, suggesting that she was neither unusual for Teralanth nor anyone overly important. But that was unsurprising, as rumor had it that the human sent along was a specialist related to the shipment.
Slaten acted on the prompt first, striding toward the new arrival. Tani hastened to join him and saw that Melal followed, now staring at the woman instead of the airship. Probably not a good way to start negotiations, but there was nothing she could do now. Judging from how the woman seemed comfortable traveling with a crew of mansthein, perhaps their entire strategy was ill-advised.
"Welcome to Bundlin," Slaten said, then followed with a set of lilting words Tani hadn't heard before.
The woman's eyes widened in shock and she rapidly responded in similar sounding tones. When she saw Slaten shake his head, she smiled in understanding and continued in Coran. "You don't actually speak the language, then?"
"Sorry, I have not yet had the chance to learn it. I tried to learn what to say before you arrived. Was my pronunciation any good?"
"I understood what you were trying to say, which is better than I expected." She raised two fingers to the center of her forehead, then lifted them away from her face. "I am Eraes Tor Yin."
"Slaten. Just Slaten." Not having a long name made it awkward, but Slaten repeated the gesture smoothly. Tani decided that this was a good time to introduce herself, so she attracted Eraes Tor Yin's attention and copied the gesture as best she could.
"I am Tani of the Nelee. Welcome to the continent."
"Nelee?" Eraes Tor Yin tapped her chin and gave her a searching look. "I'm afraid I don't know every group on Breilin."
"Well, your Coran is excellent. You didn't learn it just to come here, did you?"
"Hardly. What you call 'Coran' I learned as Felnaln. It's the trade language of Fareshel, so it's more commonly known than you wou-"
At that moment Melal stepped in between them, grinning and grabbing Eraes Tor Yin's hand between both of his. Eraes Tor Yin twitched in alarm, but he didn't seem to notice. "I'm Melal. And I must say, someone as shockingly beautiful as you must be of noble blood, yes? You'll soon learn who your equals are on this continent, let me te-"
Eraes Tor Yin pulled her hand away and cast him a freezing glance. "I am certain that I will."
The awkward pause seemed to have no effect on Melal, who just kept grinning, and it seemed to stun Slaten. Seeing that it was up to her, Tani engaged Eraes Tor Yin from the left to give her a way to turn aside from Melal. Tani gave her the best smile she had.
"We're here to help make you comfortable, Eraes Tor Yin. If you need anyth-"
"You can simply call me Eraes. There's no need to say rune names unless there's some confusion about which Eraes I am, and that doesn't seem very likely, does it?"
Though the explanation was rather blunt for Tani's taste, it was true that she was ignorant of Teralanth's customs. So she just smiled at Eraes and nodded. "I understand, Eraes. Now, we don't know what you need, but we'll do what we can. Are you hungry from the trip?"
"Of course!" Melal hit his forehead and then moved to put an arm around Eraes' shoulders. "Let me show y-"
Eraes sidestepped the movement deftly, as if she was merely turning to speak to Slaten. "You three work under Commander Kolanin, correct? Is he here, or did he not come to greet me himself?"
"There is... a conference of merchants at the moment," Slaten said flatly. Eraes frowned, glanced at Tani, then looked toward where the mansthein warriors were stacking their boxes.
"I'm grateful for the offer, but I should stay to observe the shipment. It needs to be handled carefully until it's placed in a secure location. Frankly, it would be better to take it all the way by dirigible, but since there's nowhere to refuel here, we have to risk it."
"There are other mansthein coming to ensure its secure transport."
"Very good. I will speak with them about several details." With that, Eraes turned away on one heel, leaving her ostensible escort behind. Tani found herself struggling to keep her face neutral. The woman rubbed her the wrong way, but she tried not to judge before she understood better.
When speaking to Ghakin and the others, Eraes seemed cool and a little arrogant. But when she turned back to talk to one of the mansthein who had come with her, Tani was surprised by how much her expression softened. Eraes made her usual gesture tapping her forehead and then hesitated, exchanging a few awkward words but not wanting to say farewell.
The foreign mansthein began returning to the airship, gripping the ropes and then being pulled upward. So the airship would not land, if it was even capable of such. While most watched them being taken into their air, Tani instead watched Eraes. Her expression was controlled, but not perfectly.
Thinking back, her smile had been surprisingly genuine when Slaten greeted her in her own language. Combined with the other factors, Tani suspected that Eraes was hiding her insecurity behind a cold front. And who could blame her, getting sent across the world to a land she didn't know? Though she seemed on good terms with the mansthein, Tani had the impression that Eraes was not a free woman.
Because Tani wasn't looking skyward like the others, she noticed someone shifting in the corner of her vision. A Coran man moved through the crowd. He stared upward too, so it wasn't that strange, yet his feet moved too purposefully in one direction.
Toward the pile of boxes.
Before she thought about it much, Tani began moving to intercept. Yes, he was definitely walking toward the shipment. It didn't seem that he had noticed her yet, so she took a moment to observe him. No visible weapons and not much space to hide them in his short tunic, but he was rather muscular. Only a little taller than her, but he probably weighed far more. Unlike most Coran men, he didn't shave his beard but kept it short.
His movements suddenly became more fluid, no longer pretending to amble but moving directly toward his target. Before Tani could react, he had already moved behind the pile of boxes, hidden from most of the people watching the airship. Intending to steal?
Throwing aside caution, Tani let her sein flow and burst after him. Just in case, she drew her two smallest knives. He hadn't noticed her, but she would need to round the side of th-
A hand closed over her mouth and jerked her upward.
Tani found herself hanging just off the ground, the Coran man easily holding her up with one arm. He must have been lying in wait, then grabbed her so that she couldn't call for help.
Her instincts kicked in and Tani stabbed at his arm with one knife, but it glanced off a bracer that had been hidden underneath his sleeve. Hesitating only a moment, Tani stabbed around the edge, aiming to skewer his hand.
She didn't hit the bracer, yet her blow still skated to the side. She'd left a white scrape along his skin and the man grimaced, but she hadn't even drawn blood. Before she could attack again, the man squeezed, crushing force closing on her jaw and drawing a muffled cry of pain.
"I'm not here to hurt you, girl, but I will if need be."
Tani stopped attacking, but did not let go of her knives. She glared at him, then pretended to look away in acceptance, though she was actually scanning the environment. The boxes hid them from most of the crowd, but she could just see a few of the taller men. Melal might not be reliable and Slaten wouldn't fight, though...
"Why are you defending the Deathspawn, little Rhen? Surely you don't believe this offer of peace, not while they trample our land. Maybe they haven't come to your people yet, but they will." The man chuckled humorlessly. "Of course, you can't answer me. Can I trust you not to scream?"
She did her best to nod... but at that moment the scent of mint burned in her nostrils. Tani had a split second to realize that sein was building in his arm, that he wasn't going to set her down. Her left knife stabbed at his chest, barely managing to break his skin.
The knife in her right hand sailed away from them and bounced off Ghakin's head.
Most didn't notice, but those who did were stunned for a moment. Ghakin whirled, eyes filled with rage that shifted as he spotted her. Slaten saw, but froze instead of helping.
Meanwhile, the man gave a bitter grin. "Clever little fucker."
He threw her to the ground hard, his other hand already moving to his belt. Tani caught a glimpse of something there that burned like fire, but even as he started to move with it, Ghakin thundered in between them.
She hit the ground hard and rolled on her side once before she caught herself, trying to catch up. It looked like the Coran man had dodged Ghakin's axe, but then Ghakin had struck him with a secondary blow. The man was stumbling back, but if he had been untrained he would have had his ribs shattered.
Instead he let out a yell, hurled something at Ghakin's face... and sprinted in the other direction.
Ghakin lunged to catch up, but the Coran was surprisingly fast and had too much of a head start. By the time the Catai warrior had nearly caught him, the man dove straight into the river. As Ghakin started shouting orders, Tani dropped onto her back and groaned as she felt the aches. The Coran man's hand had been very strong and he'd thrown her down hard. She felt no serious injuries, but it took her some time to get back to her feet.
It looked like the mansthein had ordered everyone away from the river, taking places around it to wait for the moment the man surfaced. Though she was too far away to see the river clearly, Tani had a feeling they wouldn't find him. His arrival had been no accident and he had gone straight for the river - he'd had a plan.
"Well done." Slaten walked up beside her, holding out the knife she'd thrown by the blade. Tani took it gratefully.
"I wish I knew if I had accomplished anything. I was sure that he was suspicious, but I don't know what he was trying to do."
Looking back to the boxes, Tani discovered that Eraes stood there, examining the shipment carefully. While doing so, Eraes glanced sharply over her shoulder at Tani. "Did he give any clues about his intention?"
"He wasn't trying to kill me and he seemed to hate the mansthein. I don't know if he was trying to steal one of the boxes." Tani rubbed between her cheekbone and jaw where it was still sore. "Oh, he had something with him. A small piece of metal that looked like it was burning, I think. Not something I'd seen..."
She trailed off because Eraes responded with a string of words in her own language. Tani didn't need to speak a word of it to know that they were curses. Eraes stood up and pressed her fingers hard against her eyes. When she pulled her hands away, she seemed to have calmed down again.
"You know what it was?" Tani asked.
"Not specifically, but I can guess," Eraes said. "He must have been trying to destroy it all... and this close to the city, near so many people..."
Slaten frowned and looked toward the airship. "How did he know you were arriving? Could he be from Teralanth?"
"No, he looked local to me. I don't know how bad your security is here, but Commander Kolanin and several others knew I was coming. The information must have leaked." Eraes tapped one foot irritably and glared at the boxes as if she could make them shape up. Tani was more concerned about what they contained that was so dangerous, but restrained herself.
More mansthein were now ringing the boxes, so they seemed safe for the time being. Slaten and Tani moved toward the river, Eraes following them lost in thought. The mansthein soldiers had taken nets from the local fisherwomen and moved downriver, but she doubted they'd be fast enough.
"Idiots." Melal walked past them, shaking his head as he stared into the river. "He was probably a master of the art of strong breathing. If he went downriver, he could be out of sight before he needed to break the surface."
"Do you think he could be with the Coran resistance?" Slaten asked. He looked at all of them, but Eraes was distracted and Melal just shrugged as he wandered off, so Tani decided to answer.
"That could be, based on what he said about the mansthein. But I don't know very much about the Coran resistance."
"Neither do I, not even how large or dangerous they are. Kolanin won't give much information about it because he's concerned about information leaking. Based on what happened today, he might be right."
Eraes finally looked up and shook her head, her braids shifting with the movement. "Not necessarily. This shipment is meant for someone called Koreinan Aryabaus. Bundlin was just supposed to be a convenient transfer point, not the destination. They might have gotten the information from Aryabaus or his subordinates."
"The plan was to take you and the shipment there after you'd had time to rest from the trip," Slaten said. "I don't know if this will force things to move faster."
"I hope so. This was going to be bad enough without the possibility of getting attacked."
Slaten glanced at Tani and she could only shrug, so he kept speaking for them. "Can you tell us why exactly you're here? Did you volunteer, or was it...?"
"Oh, I was forced." Eraes gave a curt laugh. "Somebody had to be sacrificed and I was the lowest ranked person. I'd never... I mean, what's in Breilin?"
Tani coughed. "We are."
For a moment Eraes glanced at her in irritation, but then her eyes softened. "I... apologize. This entire year has been difficult for me. And what you... your intervention was very well executed. Without you, many lives would have been lost and this trip would have been pointless."
"What exactly is in those crates?"
"I probably shouldn't say." Eraes took a deep breath, then returned to a state of calm. "If security has been compromised, then I should let Kolanin and Aryabaus decide who should have more information. Now, I'm not at all hungry, but if you have a place to rest..."
Tani smiled and gestured for her to follow and they headed back into Bundlin. Only as they entered the street did it occur to her to check on the airship's progress. But when she looked it was already gone, having flown away in ignorance of everything below.




Chapter 7

-
"A notable aside is that Deathspawn blood appears to be poisonous to humans, as revealed by transfusion techniques developed by the Order of the Green Palm. Deathspawn given human blood only occasionally perish, whereas humans given enough Deathspawn blood inevitably sicken and die within hours. Similar experiments have been done with Deathspawn food, suggesting their nature is poison, through and through."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
Since she had crossed most of it west to east, Tani had thought she understood the size of the Chorhan Expanse. Now, as she scouted ahead of the wagon in what felt like the thousandth pale yellow grassland, she realized how much the nature of her trip had limited what she saw. Running on her own, she was free to take a direct route and go as quickly as she could.
Now... Tani looked back toward the wagons being slowly pulled by the aurochs, barely moving on the horizon. Compared to her, they were painfully slow, and they needed to take routes that followed the roads. In addition, the amount of time they needed to spend moving from waypoint to waypoint and feeding the aurochs couldn't be compared to her stops for food and water, much as those delays had frustrated her at the time.
Over a month into their trip, Tani had completely exhausted her tolerance for exploration, at least so long as they were exploring more grasslands. She felt as though they should have gone far enough to reach Nol or East Corah, but according to the map the borders remained far off.
Keep Aryabaus was only one more day away, though. That was one of the only things keeping her running.
"Do you think this is far enough?" Slaten ran up alongside her, speaking fairly easily despite their speed. Tani scanned the horizon again, then nodded.
"Yes, let's head back. If there's anyone out there, they won't arrive until tonight."
They turned together and began sprinting back, spending the rest of their reserves since they'd be able to rest once they got to camp. The fact that scouting was actually somewhat enjoyable was one of the other things that made their journey tolerable.
Given how much time she had spent running, it was no surprise that she'd improved. Contemplating Slaten's method of running and discussing sein at the end of the day while they rubbed their sore legs, she'd come to understand more about herself. While the difference wasn't dramatic, she enjoyed running a little faster and further than before.
Slaten's incorporation of Rhen running techniques was more like wholesale copying, but she didn't begrudge him it. She'd gotten the sense that he'd been separated from those who should have been teaching him for some time. Though he still wasn't talkative, he seemed more open than before.
But for now, the day's run was over and so they returned to camp. By the time they reached the circling wagons, the sun was crimson on the horizon, casting everything in an unusual light. It was a gorgeous sunset, one sight that still hadn't lost its beauty no matter how many times she'd seen it.
Significantly less beautiful was returning to camp, where the aurochs relieved themselves beside the road, many of the guards began to drink, and everyone smelled foul. They had encountered a few sources of water earlier, but this long stretch made it difficult to stay clean. Even with the humans sitting separated from the mansthein group, it wasn't a pleasant smell.
Their relative isolation made the trip more difficult. Though Tani could not say she had made friends with many mansthein, they would at least provide variety of conversation. But this group wanted to stay separate and didn't contain many mansthein she recognized. The Catai with them was Rhuvab, who actively glowered whenever he had to speak to them.
Eraes sat in the back of a wagon, miserably chewing on some of the hard rations they had with them. If Tani had difficulty adjusting to Coran food, Eraes seemed to have it twice as bad. When she saw them, however, she looked up and smiled.
"You're back. No trouble ahead?"
Tani shook her head. "Not within a day's run."
"Then get over here and distract me from these inexecrable bricks posing as food."
Personally, Tani had always found it easiest to consume unpleasant food as quickly as possible, so she ate hers quickly. Eraes dragged it out into an ordeal, while Slaten seemed to be able to turn off his sense of taste and just methodically eat anything that was set in front of him.
Before Tani had finished, Eraes pulled out the Yenith board, one of the only personal possessions she'd brought with her from Teralanth. The game seemed somewhat interesting, but Tani didn't feel that it was for her. While Slaten set up his pieces, Tani instead pulled the broken wagon wheel from the back of the wagon and set it up properly.
They began to play and Tani began to throw. Her first knife passed between the spokes of the wheel, but it nearly struck her target. After she was warmed up, she'd try to throw them two at a time. She had the hand position down, but the exact technique was difficult.
"It's surprising how close things are to peaceful here." Eraes moved a piece, but she obviously wasn't focused on the game. Tani listened to her talk while throwing and collecting her knives. "There's instability, yes, but you'll find that even in lands with no mansthein. Kolanin seems to have the right idea."
Slaten had been puzzling over his position, but looked up at that. "How does what you've seen compare to the rest of the world? I had the impression things were more stable elsewhere."
"Well, keep in mind that most of what I know is second hand. We hear more stories in Teralanth, but that doesn't mean they're all accurate. Having said that... most of the time I hear about peace, it's when both sides have fought to a standstill. Or the human side negotiated a favorable surrender. But here, it seems like the situation is gaining stability without either of those conditions."
Throwing her knives again, Tani reflected on that. Usually Eraes displayed a bit of condescension to their region, so it was remarkable for her to evaluate them positively. But perhaps they really were on the forefront of something. If she succeeded in bringing the texts back and making peace with the Yevee, would she play a small part in history?
It seemed too grand for her, too presumptuous. Tani focused on throwing.
"Of course, that might be because the area is too disorganized to offer a united resistance. In terms of real nations, there's only East, West, and South Corah, and they seem more interested in fighting each other than in resisting the mansthein."
"But they had to bring in Aryabaus," Slaten said. "If they were having such an easy time of it, they wouldn't need these new armies."
Left unsaid was that they wouldn't need whatever Eraes had brought with her. While picking up her knives, Tani lingered near the wagon to defend the honor of the Rhen. "Have you heard anything about the Rhen Confederation of Tribes? If they met and agreed to fight the mansthein, they could field an army larger than any in the Chorhan Expanse."
"An army of united tribes? That might work." Eraes tapped her chin thoughtfully. "But it would depend on who was leading the mansthein. Most of their commanders are mediocre, but if you got the wrong Zeitai... it'd be over."
Both of them looked at her and Eraes blinked back.
"You haven't heard of Zeitai? You're supposed to have two on the continent... but I guess they do like to keep their secrets."
"No, we haven't heard of them," Tani said. "But I feel certain you'll tell us."
Eraes shot her a slightly apologetic - but not humble - grin. "I can tell you that it's a position, but it's hard to pin down details. It's not exactly a rank, because it stands outside their normal chain of command. Yet many of the Zeitai have their own forces, and they can command soldiers. Many mansthein talk about them almost like they're gods, so they seem to break the normal rules."
Slaten shifted forward, forgetting about the Yenith game entirely, eyes focused. "How many of these Zeitai are there?"
"Hard to say, but less than ten. The only one I can tell you about with any certainty is Zeitai Xetsu. He is definitely the true leader of mansthein forces on my continent, and thousands of people live or die based on his whims."
The thought of so many dying in a conflict so far away troubled Tani. She finished collecting her knives and threw them to relieve stress while Eraes kept talking.
"He's left Salenkh alone, except for some concessions. In Teralanth he challenged the king to single combat, killed him, then retreated after that. Now it seems like he's trying to burn Baelen to the ground. From his actions he seems mad, but those who actually met him believe he has some greater purpose. All they can agree on is that he's terrifyingly strong."
Three knives in a row struck their targets exactly. They didn't make Tani feel any better.
"I'm sorry, I didn't mean to ramble." Eraes rubbed her eyes with her knuckles, letting down her mask somewhat. "These are names that mean nothing to you. I just... I was planning to help with the defense of Teralanth, and they threw me away. No offense to your home, but I don't even need to be here. I was just a convenient sacrifice."
"What exactly is your role?" Tani asked. Eraes perked up slightly, which for her meant a serious expression.
"Tactician. I don't know if the role exists here, but it becomes necessary when you gather armies with enough trained warriors within them."
"Ah." Slaten stared morosely down at the board. "That makes me feel somewhat better about how I'm losing."
Eraes smiled and knocked over another one of his pieces, rendering it dead. "I was just glad to find someone willing to learn Yenith. And you're not that bad."
"I don't think I'm very good at this. I don't suppose you've ever played Shiil? I played that enough as a child that I might be more of a challenge for you."
"Sorry, haven't heard of it. I'd learn, but I'm guessing we don't have the pieces?"
Slaten shook his head and the two of them talked about games further. Tani stayed close by, enjoying the conversation as a buzz in the back of her mind while she focused on throwing. She wished she could distract herself with strategy games.
Instead, she focused on her technique. She had mostly mastered the physical side, throwing the knives without accidentally putting a spin on them. But to be able to impart significant sein to each one still seemed completely beyond her. She either failed both throws, put everything she had gathered into the first throw, or used far too much on the second. Without any sein guiding her knives, her range would be severely limited, rendering the throwing skill useless in actual combat.
Though she didn't make much progress, the training soothed her mind and eased the boredom. Tani was beginning to feel relaxed and even a little sleepy when one of the mansthein with them approached.
"You three, be careful tomorrow." It was one of the older warriors, with a scar-covered paunch that he scratched constantly. "The men we talked to earlier today say Aryabaus has everyone on edge. Strange stories spooking the men. We'll do the talking."
All three of them agreed, but the warning soured the evening. After all, they were still very near a war and all of them knew it. Tani had seen Deathspawn attack villages, Slaten had clearly fought them in the past, and it sounded like Eraes had survived even more violent experiences.
Hopefully once Tani finished her assignment, fewer people would have those experiences. She settled down underneath the wagon and tried to focus on what was in front of her. Maybe she couldn't bring peace to the world, but she would live a life she could be proud of.
That would have to be enough.
~ ~ ~
After so many days following the same routine, Slaten had trouble reminding himself not to scout too far ahead. They weren't certain if Aryabaus would send warriors out to meet them, but they didn't want humans to be the first to make contact. Given that this meeting was important for both Kolanin and Tani, Slaten hoped that he couldn't find any way to disrupt it.
The grasses ahead of them were broken by something dark that grew as they approached. At first he thought it might be Keep Aryabaus, but soon realized that it was only a set of unusually dark boulders. Though such mounds were nothing unusual, he became tenser the closer they drew.
When she spotted it, Tani frowned, then moved ahead to investigate. Slaten wanted to call out to her, filled with a sense of foreboding, yet nothing happened. Tani reached the stones and observed them, leaving him feeling foolish. Discarding the useless intuition, Slaten sped up to meet her alongside the dark mound.
"Slaten, have you ever seen stones like this before?"
"Once or twice." Though now that he looked at them carefully, he wasn't completely sure of that.
Most of the boulders breaking through the grasses were dark gray or brown, but these were pitch black. It didn't look exactly like any stone he knew, and when he ran a hand over the surface it was unusually smooth. Not smooth like weathered stone, smooth like steel. As he looked more closely, he began to pick out dark red veins marbled throughout the stone.
"Not much growing on these." When Tani spoke, he realized that she was right. The dark stones were partially overgrown by the grasslands, but though dirt had washed between the boulders, nothing grew there. The gaps in between would presumably collect water, but there was no sign that trees had ever grown between them as they usually did on such mounds.
"I don't think they're common to any specific area," Slaten said, "but I also haven't heard any real explanation. The elders said that the boulders were older than the grasslands, stones from a past age. Maybe these are from a different age yet."
"It could be. I wonder why some remain and others don't."
There was no answer to that, so he didn't give one. They stayed there, staring at the dark stones. Slaten had been planning to wait there until the wagons caught up to them, but at that moment realized that something wasn't quite right. He looked up, checking the horizon again.
Except he didn't need to look that far. Mansthein warriors rushed across the fields, driving toward the wagons.
"Should we...?" Tani had noticed too, now glancing back at him. Slaten shrugged.
"They wanted us to stay out of the way, so I suppose this is for the best."
"But I need to discuss the Yevee texts with them. We can't risk them taking the wagons and leaving."
Fortunately, one of the mansthein approached and gestured for them to come. As they returned to the wagons, Slaten noticed just how many hands shifted to weapons. Though he didn't see hatred in many eyes, he also didn't see respect. Koreinan Aryabaus's men did not seem like they would adjust well in a place like Bundlin - they were here to fight a war.
This band appeared to be composed mostly of soldiers, with either no sein training or so little that they didn't qualify as warriors. That meant they were less of a physical threat to him, but Slaten reminded himself that was irrelevant. His purpose was not to fight them, and these soldiers could still be a threat to their goals.
The group consistently spoke in Futhik, but he caught more of the words than usual. They were definitely being ordered to hurry. There was something about the area being dangerous, though he was uncertain what was meant there. Perhaps they had reason to be on edge.
Tani was shifting her weight and toying with the folded paper Kolanin had given her. Slaten got her attention and tilted his head toward the mansthein, but she shook her head.
"Is this the place to make a request?" Tani asked. "This group doesn't seem very friendly, maybe I should give the letter to Aryabaus."
"You might not get a chance. I'd do it now."
"Okay, but..."
Seeing her hesitation, Slaten swallowed his pride and approached one of the soldiers. His halting Futhik was shameful, but it got the man's attention. The mansthein soldier gave both of them an unpleasant look as he moved to walk beside them and switched to Coran.
"What do you want?"
"I have a humble request," Tani said. "I believe your forces may have captured some traditional Yevee texts recently. If you would ret-"
"This a Rhen thing? We have fought some of them lately, but that was the higher ranks, not us soldiers. It doesn't matter, request denied."
He started to turn away and Tani spluttered before recovering. "W-wait! I come bearing this letter from Commander Kolanin!"
That got his attention, and though he still scowled, the man at least turned back. He accepted the letter from Tani's hands, unsealed it, and read it slowly. By the time he was done, the wagons had pulled away from them, but eventually he shook his head.
"Very well. They're probably just locked in the Keep. I'll get them."
The scorn in his voice made Slaten wonder if he actually would, but there was little they could do. The mansthein turned away and moved to the wagons, speaking with some of the others before running on ahead. Had it been that easy? Kolanin's orders certainly carried weight, but that didn't mean they would receive all the texts in good condition.
Tani clearly had similar thoughts, nodding thanks to him but otherwise not speaking. They ran to catch up to the wagons.
As they approached the keep, he focused on trying to pick up as much of the conversations in Futhik as he could. Complaining about military rations, he thought. The mansthein from Bundlin had better things to say about the food in the city. Nothing about the rumors or danger from earlier, though he still wasn't sure he'd entirely heard that correctly. Eraes was talking to one of them in what sounded like fluent Futhik, giving instructions in too low a voice for him to hear.
Eventually Keep Aryabaus appeared ahead, a tangle of slanted roofs and fortifications with a central tower like a spear plunged into the heart of the grasslands. The tower was built from dark stone, though not as dark as the jet black stones they had passed before. It was one of the tallest buildings Slaten had seen in his life, and the collection of roofs of varying heights surrounding the central tower puzzled him.
He wondered why it needed to be so tall, though he imagined it had a commanding view of the area surrounding it. There were several mounds of boulders in the region, one of them as dark as those before, though he doubted they could hide many people. But before they drew close, the mansthein from before emerged from the keep and headed toward them, something in his hands. Tani rushed ahead to go meet him, so Slaten joined her.
The object proved to be a flat wooden box, finely crafted of a light wood and inlaid with silver that also formed a latch. Though it looked like a masterwork, the mansthein hefted it in one hand carelessly. "This what you wanted?"
"Yes!" Tani smiled and moved forward, both hands raised. "Please allow me to confirm that the texts ar-"
"This is all we had. But if you want to check, here you go." The mansthein thrust the box forward, intentionally holding it at the wrong angle. The wooden cover unlatched and slid from its grooves, tipping out of the mansthein's hands. It tumbled as it fell, opening and spilling pages of what seemed to be fine animal hide all over the grasses.
Everyone stood still for a moment as the pages scattered and the box hit the ground, raising a puff of dust. The mansthein gave them a scornful glance, then turned away. Tani seemed to have no expression on her face. Slaten had expected to see sorrow or anger, but was completely unable to read her at that moment.
All he could do was bend down to help pick up the scattered texts. The animal hides were covered with densely packed Rhen script, a few drawings showing physical forms swimming within the Rhen characters. Though rougher than paper, the hides also seemed more durable, perhaps a good format for texts that would be passed from generation to generation.
"I can get the rest." Tani's voice was as flat as her gaze. He thought he saw a bit of gratitude in her eyes, but her words were clearly a dismissal. Slaten handed her the texts he had collected and moved away, letting her pick up the rest. Fortunately, there was little wind, so they would not scatter far.
To give her privacy, Slaten turned away to look toward the wagons. Strangely, they hadn't made much progress, still far from the keep. He frowned and looked more carefully, seeing that the guards had drawn weapons and focused in one direction. There was nothing there as far as he coul-
A green cloak rose out of the grasses, shimmering like a mirage from the dust. He had a glimpse of someone within, an object sparking and flying out toward the wagons, and then...
One of the wagons exploded, a column of flame erupting into the sky. The driver was caught up in it, screaming as his flesh burned. The explosion sent the soldiers nearest the wagon tumbling to the ground and the others were taken off guard. Aurochs bellowed in fear and began to charge forward, ignoring their handlers. Slaten spotted several Coran men emerging from crevices in the nearest boulders to attack them, but his body refused to move, only witnessing.
Rhuvab reacted first, unhooking his over-sized maul and moving to strike down the figure in green. The man in green raised a hand in his direction... and to Slaten's surprise, there was a flash like thunder and Rhuvab slammed into the ground some distance away. The Catai rose up the next moment, roaring in anger, but there was a bloody burn across his chest.
"Betrayal!" The word was spoken in Futhik, but Slaten heard it clearly. For a moment he didn't comprehend, still trapped in the moment of shock, then everything tumbled together.
Mansthein guards and human attackers clashed around the wagons, but there were more guards. Some of them turned on Eraes, seizing her and pinning her in place. Others moved to assist Rhuvab, while more turned back toward Slaten. The warrior who had scattered Tani's texts turned with them, hatred in his eyes, and drew his sword.
This was his moment to act, but Slaten did nothing.
Instead he froze, his hand partway to the sword at his waist that wasn't there. His world seemed to be wrapped in heavy fog, preventing him from acting. When a mansthein warrior crashed down near him, dropping his sword to claw at his burning skin, Slaten could only stare at him. He could have picked up the sword, but...
He had told himself that he had no future as a warrior and tried hard to leave that behind him. There was no meaning in killing each other, not when it was possible for both sides to live in peace. What little strength he had meant nothing compared to a Catai, much less compared to the horrors he had seen...
Still, he should have done something now. Lives were at stake and he could have helped. Yet he felt certain that if he picked up that sword, even to protect others, he wouldn't be able to put it down again. This was a misunderstanding, after all. Those who had attacked the wagons were the ones responsible. It had nothing to do with humans and mansthein. Yet he couldn't find the words to say anything.
There was a Deathspawn warrior approaching him, wielding a spiked club. Slaten watched him.
~ ~ ~
None of her master's mental techniques had done any good. While Tani slowly brushed off and replaced the texts, she had tried them all, yet the cold fury still burned inside her. She could claim no deep connection to the Yevee, but to see all of their knowledge simply tossed away...
Then she heard the shouts and saw the warriors, and her rage turned red hot.
Tani took a deep breath and drew up all the sein within her, abandoning specific techniques. Though she longed to use it, the rush of strength brought her to her senses and several things became clear to her.
First, this conflict was based on a misunderstanding. Second, if that Deathspawn attacked her, she did not care about the cause. Third, there were two opponents nearby and three more approaching - she couldn't fight them all alone.
"Slaten!" He stood with an empty look on his face and didn't seem to hear. "Slaten! Help fight!"
Nothing. It was too late, the first two Deathspawn were already getting close to her. Tani set down the case carefully and rose to face them, focused on the one who had discarded the texts. He said something scornfully in Futhik and the second Deathspawn laughed.
Tani drew two knives on instinct, realizing too late that her body still followed the habits of practice. There was no time to do the technique correctly now. She threw the first knife without any effort at the sein technique, a weak throw that wobbled and bounced off the Deathspawn's shoulder. He seemed surprised, then laughed.
Her second knife took him in the chest with all her power behind it. He cried out and dropped.
The other Deathspawn roared and charged at her, his blade swinging in a series of ferocious strikes. Tani didn't dare try to deflect them, just dodged backwards, drawing her sickle knife in her right hand and another throwing knife in her left.
His next swing was horizontal and overextended, letting her duck underneath the attack and into range. She stabbed out but he managed to twist to the side, her blow cutting across his muscles but not going deep enough to disable. With little hesitation at the injury, he hacked down at her and she barely managed to deflect it with her sickle knife, sending his blow biting deep into the earth.
Her hand went numb from the impact, but he was open. Yet as Tani moved to stab him, she saw someone coming at her from the side. On instinct she threw her knife at him and dodged back, getting out of range.
It was the first Deathspawn, her knife still sticking out of his chest. Though it had gone deep, that wasn't enough to stop him. As she stared, he pulled it out and dropped it to the ground contemptuously. He and his partner began to move to the sides, aiming to surround her.
Tani took a deep breath, realizing that if she acted in anger, she would die. Though she was fast, against two soldiers with some sein training, she didn't have enough of an edge. If they successfully flanked her, she was dead. But they would also be alert for her to try to attack one of them. Her other option was to retreat from between them, which Tani did while she desperately examined their movements. She backed up toward the nearest cluster of boulders, another pitch black set, as if she wanted to put them at her back. Not that they would be enough.
Though the rush of sein through her body had let her compete with them, Tani smelled burning mint. She couldn't fight like this for long, especially if it wasn't over after these two opponents. Besides, they seemed more experienced than her. She had to end it quickly.
Pretending to move in the wrong direction, Tani let one of them get behind her. She looked back at him with a hint of surprise and then leaped at the one in front of her, a wild attack with a throwing knife that he easily batted aside.
The Deathspawn behind her charged directly at her back.
Directly into her sickle knife as she reversed direction without turning and stabbed it behind her.
It went through his stomach and he roared in pain. Though he thrashed and struck at her, his movements lacked focus. She easily turned aside the swing that got closest to her, then stabbed a throwing knife directly into his eye.
He shuddered in place, wild attacks faltering. Tani had expected to enjoy seeing his arrogant face surprised or in pain, but she felt little. It changed nothing. The emptiness didn't stop her from knocking his body over as she pulled out her sickle knife, but it left her numb.
In that moment of hesitation, the other Deathspawn attacked her from behind.
There was no time to block, Tani could only spin away. Most of the force glanced off her jacket, tearing off one of the plates, but she felt part of it bite into her skin. Combined with her spin, it was enough to knock her off her feet. Tani managed to land on her back, getting her knives into position, but the second Deathspawn was already on her.
The first blow she barely intercepted, her hand shaking as her sickle knife was knocked away. He landed on top of her heavily, lifting his sword overhead to stab down at her.
There was no way a throwing knife could deflect a thrust like that, and she doubted stabbing him would be enough to stop the blade from coming down. If he aimed at her head she might be able to dodge, but his weight had her pinned, he could just attack again until-
A sword emerged from the center of the Deathspawn's chest. His eyes went wide and he froze, his blood pumping out over the already coated sword.
Slaten stood behind the Deathspawn.
The sword was a rough one and could have easily become stuck in the Deathspawn's chest, yet Slaten pulled it out smoothly and kicked the body to the side off her. His movements were completely different from the uncertain fumbling she'd seen when he wielded bandages. Though the Deathspawn had been fatally wounded, Slaten followed with another swing going through the back of the neck.
Freed from the weight, Tani hopped to her feet and recovered her sickle knife. She smiled at Slaten and he didn't smile back. His eyes turned toward the next enemies.
~ ~ ~
It was like no time had passed at all. The sword was a thick and clumsy one, yet it moved correctly in his hands. Slaten stepped toward the enemy, pulled back with a half-step to avoid the expected attack, and countered with a blow that cut into the mansthein's forearm - all as if he had never laid down his sword.
The second soldier moved in on him, forcing Slaten to retreat, but at that moment Tani threw. Her knife stuck deep in the mansthein's shoulder, making him roar with pain. He tried to keep attacking, but the pain from the knife hindered him. Slaten forced back the first soldier while Tani hit the second with another knife, then he turned back and sliced through the soldier's throat.
He was good at this.
Another mansthein approached, forcing both Tani and Slaten to retreat for space. Slaten shifted his grip on the awkward hilt of the sword, reflecting on the exchanges so far.
It wasn't entirely the same as it had been before. He had been exploring his sein in different ways that made the old techniques flow strangely within him. Learning the Coran arts had left his body stronger, yet he was unfamiliar with that strength. Though he could move easily enough, he no longer fully knew himself.
What he had would be enough for this. Their opponents separated to surround them, but that was a mistake. Tani's warrior instincts were strong, allowing the two of them to work together, pressing her advantages of range and speed while trusting him to intercept their attacks.
Their teamwork was far from perfect. She nearly stabbed him with one misplaced throw, and some of his wide swings clearly impeded her movements. But they understood one another enough to work together, which made their separated opponents very vulnerable. Slaten didn't overextend himself, letting the small injuries wear down their opponents until it was easy to step in, deflect a reckless stab, and slice upward through the man's chest.
Behind him, Tani had stabbed the other through the jaw. She pulled out her knife and stabbed in the center of his ear ridge, just to be sure. Though she shot Slaten another smile, he was still too absorbed in the sensation of the fighting. While Tani retrieved her knives, Slaten found calm within himself and looked back to the main battle.
The true conflict had ended. He saw several bodies of human attackers, but no green cloak. They had taken down more mansthein than they lost fighters, but Rhuvab remained standing, little worse off than he had been before. It was over...
Except for the fact that they had seized Eraes. One of the warriors kicked at the back of her legs, dropping her to her knees, and then raised his sword. Slaten and Tani both rushed toward them, but he was too far away to act and realized too late that his voice would be a better weapon than his blade.
A roar broke through the air, stunning everyone.
Slaten turned toward the source and saw someone approaching who he immediately knew was Koreinan Aryabaus. Nearly as tall as a Catai and wrapped in black armor, Aryabaus made an imposing figure. Nothing of his body was visible except for his eyes, which burned red inside his helmet. At first Slaten thought the helmet had horns, but then he realized that the horns extended through it from Aryabaus' head, long and ending in a spike almost like an aurochs.
His shout had stopped everyone, and now his presence kept them bound in place. Slaten had known a few elders who were so far advanced in sein that it seemed to extend beyond them, but their presence had been an aura of calm, or the quiet power of a deep river. Aryabaus radiated a savage heat that left Slaten tasting blood.
"You fools turned aside from the true enemy." His voice was an impossibly low rumble. "One of the resistance leaders was here and you let him slip away!"
Rhuvab opened his mouth to object, but was silenced by a glare. Aryabaus advanced toward the men holding Eraes and they quickly let go of her. She winced and rubbed where they had gripped her, but didn't back down from the mansthein towering over her.
"You're the Teralanthan. They destroyed the shipment?"
"Only part of it." Eraes gave him a grim smile. "After the attack in Bundlin, I suspected they might try again. So I separated the boxes between all the wagons. As soon as the wagon was destroyed their goal shifted to a strategic retreat, so they might believe they were successful, but four-fifths of the explosives remain."
"Good." Aryabaus reached down and grabbed Eraes by the collar, lifting her to her feet without effort. "I will send word that the debt is paid."
Though Eraes didn't back away, she stared up at the looming figure with a cautious look. "I must tell you, I am not an explosives specialist. I may be able to teach a little, but th-"
"I know what needs to be done." Aryabaus swept his gaze over the entire field of battle, then closed his eyes. "I might have had use for you, but it seems my men cannot be trusted to work with humans. Go back to Kolanin's experiment and negotiate your way from there."
"I... thank you." Eraes brought two fingers of both hands together against her forehead and bowed. Slaten had not learned that gesture, but the meaning was clear. Aryabaus didn't respond to it, simply turned away to address the mansthein soldiers.
"Get the wagons into the keep and secured! The rest of you, stay on guard and stop squabbling with one another. I want corpses from the Coran resistance, not random humans."
The soldiers scrambled to obey, heads down. Rhuvab didn't look chastened, but did nothing more than glare. When Aryabaus met his gaze on the way back to the keep, the Catai nodded in grudging respect.
So it was over. Slaten let out the breath he had been holding and allowed his sein to flow normally again. He had used the blade in his hands poorly, crude as it was, and several pieces had been taken from its edge. Lifting the sword in front of him, Slaten thanked the blade and then set it aside.
Instead, he took a lighter sword from one of the Coran corpses. Not an Oken blade, but it was well-crafted and had a better edge. The movements took him close to Eraes, who crouched on the ground with her head in one hand.
"This would have been a miserable place to die." She looked up, then slowly rose with a weary groan. "But I suppose we made it through. Did Tani get what she needed?"
Slaten glanced over his shoulder and saw that Tani had returned to pick up the Rhen box, which appeared intact. "I believe she did. I think the more important question is what exactly you brought Aryabaus."
"Does it matter? It's in his hands now." When Slaten refused to look away, Eraes sighed. Some of her braids had fallen into disarray and she began to fix them as she answered. "They're a weapon. Powerful, but as you've seen they're volatile. The average soldier would have no defense against them, and the blast might stun even a Catai."
"Do you know why Aryabaus wants them?"
"No idea. There must be some objective he believes he can't accomplish with conventional sein force, but I figure it's not my concern."
She looked exhausted and Slaten couldn't blame her, so he let her be. The guards from the keep had retreated with the wagons and there was unlikely to be any more violence. Most of the mansthein he knew were collecting their normal supplies and gathering them in a single wagon that they would presumably be taking back.
So that would be all. It felt too quick, after such a long journey, but Slaten realized that they had accomplished their goals.
Surprised that Tani hadn't joined them, Slaten looked back and discovered that she remained near the mound of dark boulders. He jogged out to her, his body suddenly heavy. As quickly as everything had come back to him, he was unaccustomed to fighting like this and now his sein channels reminded him with spirit-deep aches.
He found that Tani was standing and staring at the side of one of the stones, perhaps examining the crimson marbling. She held the box loosely in both hands and he couldn't see any damage up close, but her face was troubled. Slaten stood beside her quietly until she chose to speak.
"Before today, I'd only killed one person. It was a Deathspawn attack and I just reacted. It was over so quickly." She looked toward him numbly and pulled the box against her chest with both arms. "This time wasn't like that. I wanted to kill them. And I did."
"Do you regret it?"
"No. But I still think about their faces when they died. Does... does it get easier?"
"I don't know." Slaten felt the new sword belt chafing at his waist and set his hand on the hilt. "I tried to stop killing, but it didn't last. So I don't have anything to offer."
She nodded quietly, still staring at the stone. Slaten glanced to the wagon and saw that it wasn't moving yet, so he didn't disturb her. After a long silence, Tani spoke in a lighter tone.
"During the battle, didn't their blood spray across this stone? The one you cut at the neck."
"I'm not sure." There had been only the movements, the strategy. It seemed plausible and so Slaten looked carefully, spotting a blood stain in the dirt beneath the stone. "I see part of it here, and the blood would have spattered higher."
Yet the stone was completely clean, no trace of blood on its dark surface. Tani extended her hand and touched it, not needing to say the obvious.
Perhaps the blood had dripped down the side of the smooth stone and joined the rest of the stain. That was the most logical answer. Perhaps porous rock could absorb blood, but these dark stones showed no signs of that, no method by which they could have simply drunk in the blood. And compared to everything they had just been through, it didn't matter.
Eventually they turned away and went to join the others. Slaten did his best to forget.




Chapter 8

-
"It is difficult to speak about the relevant races of Deathspawn simply because they have so much variety. They are not, of course, separate species. Better to think of them as breeds of dog, much as how Corah possesses lean hunting hounds, Nolese breeds are short and squat, and dogs from Fareshel have thick coats of fur. The Deathspawn hordes are filled with mutts, while the most notable varieties such as Catai are inbred filth spawned only to fight, bereft of higher mental capabilities."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
Her thoughts followed the clouds overhead as they flowed across the sky, slowly tearing apart as if the endless blue burned through them. Tani wasn't sure when she had stopped running, but realized that she was now seated on the back of the wagon. She stayed there and kept watching overhead, knowing that at some point she would run again.
Their journey back to Bundlin was only somewhat faster than the journey there, yet she would not have known if she hadn't overheard the others talk about it. She floated outside of events, scouting and eating and doing whatever else was expected of her, but always looking within.
She often found herself holding the case of Yevee texts, thinking about her response. Thinking about what had happened after, about the mixed terror and excitement of the battle, about the lives ended by her hand. There wasn't another choice and she was glad that she had the time to think.
Given the events to live again, she would change nothing. Fight better, perhaps. She felt no guilt for her emotions or for the mansthein she had killed, but she did feel something.
"Tani? Do you...?" Slaten was walking beside her. She'd started walking at some point. Realizing what he intended, Tani came down to earth and nodded.
"I do. Let's go."
While the others made camp for the night, she and Slaten moved away and began sparring. They weren't true practice fights, as they couldn't risk injury and their styles weren't a good match. Both of them moved slower than their true speed, focusing on every part of their bodies flowing correctly.
For these moments, Tani could focus again. Sparring with Slaten was enjoyable, and the flow of sein through her body kept her in the present. She enjoyed the chance to try to fight someone with a much longer reach using only her sickle knife, while he practiced deflecting her throwing knives.
The simple art of it was refreshing. No one would die like this. The purpose of it might be power, but she was having fun instead of fighting for her life. Though Slaten practiced with the same grim determination that he had fought, she didn't sense any of the lethal intent from before. Since he was at a similar level of development, they could move at the same speed and still get something out of the experience.
But when they were done, their sein exhausted, Tani drifted away again. She ate without realizing it until the aftertaste of the rations floated to the surface of her mind. It was just as well, given how little she enjoyed them, but Tani felt as though she might taste nothing even with the best food in the world.
Twice Eraes tried to talk to her, but she quickly sensed that Tani wasn't entirely present. The other woman seemed to have plenty on her mind, but Tani had no room for anything else. Occasionally she toyed with the box, fingers tracing over the silver without feeling much of it.
One day she realized that she had left the wagon far behind and so she walked back over the route until she found it. There was an overturned rock and aurochs moaning in pain and her focus was already drifting. Since there was nowhere to go Tani stood nearby, watching as Slaten helped push the loaded wagon's wheel out of a hole.
The mansthein seemed to treat him differently after that... no, she realized that they had been treating him differently since the battle. Perhaps they respected warriors more than healers... she couldn't bring herself to stay focused on it for long.
That night one of them challenged Slaten to some sort of contest, facing each other over the corner of the wagon with their hands locked. A test of strength, she thought, not so different from other challenges she had seen. Slaten seemed to be stronger than the workers but struggled against the warriors, which was about what she would have expected. Rhuvab did not participate, of course, merely viewing their struggles with contemptuous amusement.
Tani wondered if joining them would let her focus, but there was no point. She had more speed than strength, and this contest in particular seemed to judge only a particular type of strength. They were laughing, some of them slapping Slaten on the back, and though Tani felt a mild happiness that they were getting along, she soon drifted away again.
As she stared at a thick bank of clouds, Tani found herself in the forest in front of her master. One of the many lessons that she had not understood at the time, a tale of facing death. Now the meaning finally came to her, as if she had stumbled upon the door that matched a key she had been carrying for years.
Death was not an enemy, her master had told her. Death was not a friend. It was a wild beast encountered from across a stream, pausing for a moment as it met your gaze. One did not accept death, nor did one move to embrace it, nor did one flee from it. Everyone would meet the beast, for all needed to drink, and in that moment there might seem to be something more in its eyes. Those moments held truth, but they did not mean a beast was not a beast.
It had all seemed so meaningless and abstract to her at the time. Now, Tani found herself drawing a strange comfort from the lesson. Her path might make it necessary to kill again, and she would do so. But she would never grow comfortable with it.
That was an answer, of a sort. But as they returned to Bundlin, Tani still found herself watching the clouds.
~ ~ ~
Her hands brushed over the old hides, enjoying the soft warmth as she turned them. Despite their age, she could feel their durability as she carefully shifted the pile. Both the hides themselves and the techniques written upon them had been treated well over the years, and the respect of many generations seemed to creep up her fingertips.
As she looked through the Yevee texts, Tani settled back against the wall behind her. It creaked and gave slightly, just as a wooden wall should, even if the wooden board soon pressed against stone. Though not the same as home, Tani had quickly grown accustomed to the house of Dhunor and Yomeri.
She could smell spices from the other room and closed her eyes a moment to enjoy them, but then returned to examining the texts. If there was a meal, they would inform her. For now, she wanted to focus on the documents while she still possessed them.
Opening the box again had been a difficult decision. Technically, someone in her position should not be looking through an entire collection of tribal texts. But she had started by telling herself that they had already been disrupted, set about with a project of laying them in their proper order, and eventually just admitted to herself that she wanted to read them.
Tani had done her best to place them in the proper order, however. Many of the pages, though not the most ancient, were marked with Nelhae symbols on the side. Not numbers, which made the order unclear, but she thought she understood a little of the system. At a minimum, she had placed the simplest techniques for children and novices together and categorized the others. Arts of the body, arts of the spirit, the schools of combat that took inspiration from animals, and the most complex at the end.
In the stories, young orphans who obtained the texts of rare techniques absorbed them in a day or month or year and then became masters. Now that she had an entire set of arts before her, Tani gained a new appreciation for why masters introduced techniques slowly. The ones at the end were either so abstract as to be incomprehensible, or so demanding they might as well be asking her to jump over the sky.
Some used words she knew in ways that made no sense. Why did an entire page talk about measuring and carrying buckets of water? What was this "wall of wind" that stood in her way? Rebuilding the body might be possible, but what did it mean to move one's heart outside the body? Attempts to force meaning onto the words accomplished nothing.
But that was not to say that reading the texts was useless. Tani had grasped several new styles of meditation designed to break up her normal patterns and perhaps allow her to perceive sein more fully. There were also a few practical skills that took things she had observed and cast them in an understandable, if not yet achievable, light.
"Tani, do not stay in there all night!" Dhunor poked his head in and smiled at her cheerfully. "We have quite a feast for you!"
"A feast?" Tani began replacing all the pages reverentially. "Is it a special occasion?"
Dhunor pretended to draw back in horror. "Are you telling me you have forgotten the Dawn of Spirit?"
Though Tani smiled and got to her feet, in truth, she actually had forgotten. Without many Nelee around her, she felt entirely separated from the turning of the year. If tonight was the Dawn of Spirit, that meant it had been an entire year since she had left the tribe on her Farwalk. Most of that time had been spent crossing the Chorhan Expanse, but those days blurred together. The few months since she had arrived in Bundlin took up far more of her mind.
Setting such things aside and latching the case, Tani entered the main room. She discovered that the low table had been filled with dishes, unlike their usual fare. Multiple kinds of grilled fish, bowls of spiced berries, beans that smelled like home. There were also some dags and strips of aurochs meat, but those felt appropriate here.
"You have outdone yourself." Tani smiled at Yomeri, who for once smiled back.
"I expect you to eat your share, or this old man will get fat."
Dhunor laughed loudly at that, while Tani blinked uncertainly. "How many others are coming?"
"No one else," Dhunor answered, laughter fading quickly. "Not many are good company these days, and our only Nelee friend left Bundlin before you could meet him. A pity, but that is the way of things."
Tani eagerly sat down at her usual place and settled her hands on her knees. She wasn't sure how long she had been reading in the room, but the food awakened a deep hunger in her. All she could do was keep it in check while Dhunor slowly sat down, sighed, and patted his stomach.
"We may be only three, but we are Nelee. Today, we remember the year we leave behind us and leave our old selves behind. May our new spirits greet another year of dawns." As he spoke the words, Dhunor seemed somber, but immediately after he grinned and rubbed his hands together. "Now, let us eat!"
In the beginning they didn't speak, eagerly relishing the feast laid before them. Tani started with the fish, since they had seafood so rarely, but soon found herself nostalgic for beans and spiced fruit. Not that there was any real need to hurry. She was used to having to scrabble for the best dishes, but with only three of them sharing this many, she would be able to eat her fill of everything.
For a time, there was only the pure enjoyment of food. Eventually, however, Dhunor gave her a serious look over his fish. "It is good to see you eating well. We worried about you, in your room all the time. Are those papers really so interesting?"
"I need to learn what I can from them while I have a chance."
Yomeri sniffed. "Always in such a hurry."
"I prefer not to hurry, but I do not have a choice. I need to become strong enough to..." Tani trailed off as she saw their faces. They didn't understand the danger she faced, and hopefully they never would. If she tried to tell them about how close she'd come to death, how desperately she needed strength to defend herself... no, that was not an option. "Commander Kolanin needs me to work more to receive a better assignment."
Dhunor banged his fist on the table. "Again with the commander's name! I cannot say I like you being near Deathspawn, but it is a sign you are moving up in the world, Tani - maybe you will stay in Bundlin, eh? We would be happy to have you."
"That is very kind, but I do not think I will be here for too much longer. I wish to give the Yevee their texts and then I must complete my Farwalk."
They nodded at this bland ambition, though she did mean it. As much as she had recovered from the experience, she missed home in a way that was more than nostalgia. Though she did not have many people left behind there - her master and perhaps Janemi - she missed the Nelee. There was no point gaining insight if she could not bring it home in the end.
In the silence Dhunor chewed through another strip of meat. Despite herself, Tani felt a flicker of condemnation that she hadn't known still lurked within her. As shameful as gluttony was, it was never a value she had been wealthy enough to consider much. And truthfully, she was eating far more than Dhunor.
Her new training left her ravenously hungry whenever she wasn't too absorbed to think of food, and Tani tried to sate that hunger. According to her master, many young women ate too little for fear of being seen as gluttons, but a warrior needed food to grow strong. Some claimed that she was merely replacing smoking with an addiction to food, but Tani thought her master was correct in this. A strong body was built from many stones, including food.
"I hope you do not have any trouble with the Yevee. Strange times lately." Dhunor sat back and began picking something out of his teeth.
"Do not speak of business, today of all days." Yomeri frowned at him sharply, but Tani sat up.
"I am sorry, but is there news of the Yevee? Has something changed?"
"Hard to know for sure." Dhunor seemed unconcerned, still working at his teeth. "There are some who say they might call a Confederation of Tribes. Others seem to want to go to war alone. With the Corans or with the Deathspawn, who can say?"
Tani listened quietly. She kept eating, now less for pleasure than to prepare herself. Though she had heard none of these rumors, she was sure that Dhunor was correct. The fact that she had delayed this long was unforgivable, though she had excuses and had been waiting on Kolanin.
Waiting too long could endanger the plans for peace, or even bring new problems if the Yevee believed she was intentionally withholding their texts. In a simpler world, she would take as long as she needed to prepare, spend her time doing nothing except gaining strength. But she did not live in that world, and if she delayed any longer, events might leave her behind.
It was the Dawn of Spirit. Usually, Tani considered it a day of ceremony and mostly empty promises, good for food and family but not serious conviction. This year, that would need to change.
~ ~ ~
Crossing the bridge no longer made her nervous, Tani merely hoped that she could get in to see Kolanin without difficulty. The guards mostly recognized her now, not requiring her to show papers to cross or taking her weapons. Kolanin's office was usually busy, however, and she might not be able to speak with him.
On her way in, she had to step back as Ghakin emerged, ducking under the doorframe. He smiled when he saw her and, to her mild embarrassment, reached down to ruffle her hair. "Tani! I suppose it's too much to hope you came to visit me instead of Kolanin?"
"Don't fluff my hair like a child." She smiled when she said it, though, and Ghakin grinned back.
"I can't help it. All humans look small to me, and you're shorter than most. I respect you, though, even if I can never remember whether you're Rhen or Oken."
"I am Nelee Rhen."
"That was it. Sorry to say I tell you all apart by your hair, so I get you dark-haired ones confused. If you wore a wig, I wouldn't even recognize you."
Realizing he wasn't serious, Tani merely rolled her eyes. Ghakin held the door open for her, which seemed a strange courtesy, but she accepted with a nod. Fortunately, the room on the other side appeared empty and no one stopped her on her way to the second floor and Kolanin's room.
She discovered him working, bent over a book. He didn't seem as heavy as usual, however, and to her surprise he occasionally took a few dags from a bowl on his desk and popped them into his mouth. When he heard her, he looked up and smiled kindly.
"I confess I do not know the proper courtesy, but I hope you enjoyed the Dawn of Spirit."
"You know about that?"
"Learning about local holidays is important when administering a city, though it can be difficult with so many groups. At least the Rhen holidays are consistently spaced throughout the year. The Coran days seem distributed at random, and the Nol days are so clustered no one works for an entire season..." He waved the issue aside and focused on her. "What can I do for you? Are you ready?"
"I'd like to approach the Yevee again, yes. I know there were trade issues, but..."
"But some warriors are growing restless. I know. I was thinking about approaching you, so this is good timing." Kolanin ran a hand through his hair and smiled ruefully. "Unfortunately, I cannot go with you. The best I can do is send a small group as a show of good faith. Perhaps if all goes well, the Yevee can send a representative to Bundlin afterwards."
"Thank you, that is what I wanted to ask." Tani was surprised to get approval so quickly, but not disappointed. Before she could withdraw, however, Kolanin continued speaking.
"I know that you may need to return home once you have completed your obligation to me - and trust me, I will consider it more than completed even if negotiations do not conclude perfectly. I would be happy to give you funds to return home... but I would be happier if you considered staying here. I need more young humans strong enough to take care of themselves, but sensitive enough to the region not to cause any problems."
Tani watched him carefully and saw that he was entirely serious. Though she had thought about staying in Bundlin, those had always seemed like irrational thoughts. There was certainly no question that she wanted to return home, but she also felt some desire to stay. Perhaps if a Confederation of Tribes was called, it would be located nearby. Her master would be sure to attend, and then...
Realizing she had been silent for a long time, Tani cleared her mind and met Kolanin's gaze. When she had arrived, she had been afraid of red Deathspawn eyes, but now she saw only the gentleness in his. "That is a kind offer, Kolanin, but I cannot stay. First I must complete my Farwalk."
"I understand. But even if it takes several years, I am likely to still be here." Kolanin sat back and stared over the work on his desk. "This peace will be the work of decades, after all. I trust that you will work toward it no matter where you live."
"Thank you." Tani smiled at him and departed swiftly to keep her emotions in check.
So she would finally be returning to the Yevee. Though she was sure they would be glad to receive their texts, she had no way of knowing how much trust it could truly build. Still, she would find out soon.
And then her time in Bundlin would be over. Tani found herself walking faster.




Chapter 9

-
"The leaders of the Deathspawn are known as Seinans, notable for their silver hair and nearly human features. All other races of Deathspawn obey them automatically as a matter of pure instinct. Contrasting this with the belligerence of human peasants, this is one of the only points where Deathspawn society might compare favorably."
- excerpt from On the Deathspawn, written by Haneval, First Scholar to the King of South Corah
-
As she pushed through the blinding sun and sweltering heat, Tani reflected that though she was returning to meet with the Yevee again, the feel of everything was different. Before, she'd had a far less clear view of the conflict and the stakes. She had hoped the Yevee would meet with her and had a vague goal of learning about the fundamental problem. All of that had changed.
Now she knew that the mansthein were not the Deathspawn from the stories. They might still be an invading army, but she had hope of a peaceful resolution if Kolanin and others like him led negotiations. The problem was Aryabaus and the other warlords seeking bloodshed. His arrival in the Chorhan Expanse had been what caused the mansthein to act aggressively toward her tribe, the Yevee, and others. If he could be replaced or taught to value peace, the invasion might end.
Instead of just two of them, they approached with a full group. She and Slaten took the lead since they would be familiar to the Yevee guards, but they were joined by many others. Eight mansthein: Ghakin for power and several guards Kolanin had said were level-headed. They'd also brought along two Coran traders to discuss plans if the Yevee were receptive, and Eraes to make it clear this was no simple group controlled by Deathspawn. She had complained, but agreed to come along since she was still awaiting orders.
In some ways, having so many people was less pleasant. It took them longer to approach the Yevee's current location, but in theory it would be worth it. Presuming that she could get the first step right and gain their trust. Tani swallowed and tried not to think about the responsibility.
The Yevee tribe had moved over the course of the dry season, as was their way, but she still estimated that they should be getting close. Last time they had been approached early as a potential threat. While their group was larger and more threatening this time, they should also be expected. With any luck-
She spotted them in the distance, only three warriors approaching over the grasslands. That was a group sent to meet them, then. Not a bad start. Tani straightened her back and brushed off the wooden case again, though it was spotless. It wouldn't do to give it to the scouts, but hopefully they would take her straight to a master or someone else who could accept it.
When the warriors came closer, she was surprised to see that they were all familiar. The young man and woman had been among the scouts last time, and the lean man in the back had been the one she had seen throwing knives three at a time. She resolved to thank him for the idea, though for now there were more important things.
"Have you returned because you have succeeded?" The leader looked at her skeptically, so Tani lowered her head and held up the wooden case.
"I requested it from the Deathspawn and they gave it freely as a peace offering. All those who follow me are representatives who desire to speak with the Yevee."
"We are perfectly willing to work with Corans and... others. The trouble with trade is not peace, but the uncertainty of the roads. But that is not a matter for warriors." The lead scout extended his hand toward the case, then pulled it back. "Our master is currently traveling outside the tribe, but the keeper of the texts is prepared to check them."
Tani smiled and straightened. "Then let us travel there at once. May my companions join us?"
"They may follow, but we are not going to the camp. A secure location has been set up for... conditions like this." His gaze shifted to Ghakin, who to his credit was trying not to look threatening. It was a noble but futile attempt. Tani repeated the Nelhae conversation to the others in Coran and they all headed to follow the scouts.
She had plenty to occupy her mind, but on the way the scout with the knives approached to walk alongside her. He smiled broadly as he spoke. "I never expected that you would be able to return with our texts, and I do not say that as an insult. I am impressed."
"In a sense," Tani said, "I was able to accomplish it in part because of you."
He stared in surprise at that and she told him briefly how her efforts to imitate his technique were useful during the fight. As she spoke, she looked over him more carefully. The young man was several years older than her, with a traditionally handsome face, unremarkable clothing, and a normal male warrior's haircut, yet the overall effect struck her. His large dark eyes watched her seriously, making it slightly difficult to retain her focus. Though he seemed calm, she noticed that he was fidgeting with his knives. He had unusually long, slender fingers.
When she finished telling her story, he nodded with another smile. "If there is anything I can do to help with the technique, I feel I owe it to you. But unless you are having trouble with the grip, I do not know that I can be helpful."
"I think I understand that part, but you can check it." As they walked Tani showed him how she held both knives at once.
"It looks like you have it right. If you shift your fingers, you might be able to fit three even with a smaller hand..." She hoped that he might show her by touching her hand, but instead he demonstrated with three of his own knives. He did have a point, and thinking about the technique was a welcome distraction from those thoughtful eyes.
"I will work on that. But the most difficult part for me was managing my sein. I do not know if my control is simply inadequate, but two separate movements in quick succession seems difficult."
"No, do not concern yourself with that. What you need at this stage is simply overall development in sein training - it is remarkable that you were able to accomplish so much without it." He replaced his knives with deft practice, eyes shifting ahead. "Truthfully, I think many of the things our masters give us to struggle with can be resolved with further sein training. But it seems difficult to rush that as well."
"I am Tani of the Nelee, by the way."
"Kanifor of the Yevee." He extended a palm and Tani hesitated. It would have been exceedingly awkward to try to slide her palm against his while walking, but also very strange to stop. She settled for putting her hand somewhat near his and giving a warrior's bow. He returned it with a grin, so perhaps that was what he intended. Tani was glad she had made the right choice, but wondered how his hand would have felt.
Given the pace of the merchants, the group had yet to reach their destination. Tani wouldn't have minded, except she couldn't think of what to say. Fortunately, Kanifor spoke up first.
"I also crossed the Chorhan Expanse for my Farwalk. I know some say it is best to cut them short to return to training, but it felt appropriate to take a longer journey."
"Oh? Did you go far enough west to visit the Nelee?"
"Yes, though perhaps not your tribe. I think I would have remembered you." He said it with utmost sincerity, not as a ploy. Tani dropped her gaze away from his.
"I might not have been there, even if it was my home. My master is eccentric and often has me training in the wilderness."
"Interesting. Our master is very orthodox, though we have had trouble with masters latel-" He cut off and Tani worried that something might be wrong, but it was only one of the other scouts approaching. They had drawn close to a large cluster of boulders that Tani suspected was their destination. Kanifor gave a brief apology and left with the others to scout the region again.
The entire experience left Tani with a strange thrill she hadn't felt in a long time. She closed her eyes, refocused, and quenched it. Though she wanted to know Kanifor better, such thoughts had absolutely no place in the work she was about to do. With luck everything would go smoothly, but it would be unwise to count on luck. She needed to be at her best for the encounter.
A middle-aged woman sat on one of the smaller stones, slowly getting down as they approached. She moved as if her back hurt her, without the grace that Tani associated with trained warriors. Getting closer, Tani saw that her hands were stained from many years working with ingredients. She was likely to be the one who would verify the case of texts.
Though Tani wanted to rush forward, she held back while everyone else moved into position. More Yevee warriors approached, enough to make the two groups relatively equal but not to threaten. Soon the Yevee were arranged in one cluster and the mansthein opposite them, with Slaten and the other humans off to the side. For a time there was silence, both sides staring at one another.
"The texts." The woman stepped forward and raised her hands as if to accept a gift.
This was her moment, then. Tani stepped out between the groups, wishing that all eyes weren't on her. The role she had played in the whole process wasn't so large, after all. Without Kolanin's letter she would have accomplished nothing, and everything would have fallen apart without the work of others. But there was no one else to do this.
Tani extended the case into the woman's hands and bowed as low as she could. The woman's face might as well have been the rocks behind her, for all the hint of emotion she gave. "Honored mother, I present to you the Yevee texts. Another removed them and I have done a feeble job of reordering them, but I hope no lasting harm has been done."
In response the woman merely snatched the case, removed the cover, and began to look through the pages.
As she moved through many pages, the Yevee behind her began to relax. Tani took a step back and let the tension drain away... and that was when the woman slammed the case shut and shot her a look of fury.
"What trickery is this? Three pages of forbidden techniques are missing!"
The Yevee warriors jolted at the accusation, relaxation vanishing. Tani was grateful to see that Kanifor and the head scout looked more curious than suspicious, but the atmosphere was undeniably tense. Worse, the Yevee woman had spoken in Nelhae, and the angry incomprehensible shouting made the mansthein begin to reach for weapons. Both sides began to move forward...
Tani threw herself onto the ground, forehead against the grass. "Honored mother, please! I swear to you that I did not steal any of the pages!"
"Why should I believe you?" The woman scowled down at her and Tani rose, though she remained on her knees.
"Many present can confirm that I am but a humble novice. Why would I steal forbidden techniques far beyond me?"
"The order was amateurish." There was still a suspicious gleam in the woman's eyes, however. "But I do not think you stole them for yourself. More likely you were instructed by some other master, perhaps even a Deathspawn. Or most likely of all, you were hired by a wayward Yevee who wishes to steal techniques they have not earned."
This accusation rocked Tani back slightly. Such a thing was incredibly rare in Nelee society, and she thought rare in Yevee society as well. Accusing of her of working for someone with more training would have been enough, why the specific accusation? But that was irrelevant - she needed something to reverse this terrible direction. Tani wracked her mind for words and spoke quickly.
"Honored mother, as I said, the texts were removed from their case. It is possible that in my carelessness I failed to retrieve some of the pages. If so, I can only beg your forgiveness and hope that you see fit to grant it."
After staring at her sourly for a moment, the woman gave a reluctant nod. Several of the warriors moved up to her and they spoke in low voices. Tani remained on her knees, lowering her head and doing her best to look humble.
If they really did hold her accountable for the loss of the texts, that was a debt that she could never repay. Tani trusted that it would not come to that. She had said what she hoped would resolve the conflict, but the most likely true answer was that the mansthein who stole the case had lost or destroyed some of the pages. Better that she be blamed than to wreck the fragile chance of peace.
Eventually, the woman gave them all a nod and spoke in Coran. "Your gift is accepted and the wrong is righted. You may discuss your business." With that she turned swiftly, carrying the case back to safety. Tani rose and gave the appropriate bow.
By the time she straightened, the two sides were beginning to move together. There was still tension between them, but at least some of the human merchants had begun speaking to their counterparts. Ghakin and the Yevee warriors eyed one another, though not so viciously as before.
Tani breathed out heavily and tried to take a step back. Her leg nearly gave out and she might have fallen if Slaten hadn't caught her. He seemed surprised to have done so, but gave her a friendly nod.
"Well done. What happens now?"
For all her thinking about what would happen after, she hadn't thought through this part. Tani shook her head. "Depending on how seriously they take the missing pages, there might be some more investigation. But if the two sides start talking to each other now, that will be enough. This sort of thing won't matter to those who aren't warriors."
"Missing pages? Was that what her anger was about?"
"I can give you the details later. I need to speak with someone." Tani moved away from Slaten to find Kanifor, wanting to speak with him further before he was given any duties that might take him away.
Maybe it was just the stress, but the sun felt oppressively hot. Though it was approaching noon, she thought she had become used to the heat. Tani looked around for Kanifor and managed to spot him only after shielding her eyes from the glare. He wasn't looking at her, though... his gaze turned upward, toward the boulders beside both groups.
"Don't be afraid." The clear voice rang out over them and Tani had no choice but to look. She was almost blinded by the sun, burning just above the highest stone as if resting atop them.
A man stood there, rendered a silhouette by the sun.
"We cannot surrender to monsters." As he spoke, the man began walking down the side of the boulders toward them, movements smooth despite the roughness of the steps. "Whatever hold the Deathspawn have over you, it will be broken."
Somehow he had made his way to the ground without anyone moving to stop him. Now that the sun was no longer blinding her, Tani could see him, yet she struggled to make out his features. His appearance was Coran, yet his eyes were impossibly pale. He wore a simple tunic of the purest white, apparently untouched even in the dust of the grasslands.
"Now, stand aside or assist me. I will cut down the Deathspawn an-" Ghakin attacked the man with a burst of speed, his axe swinging at the man's neck almost faster than Tani's eyes could follow.
Somehow, the man drew his sword and intercepted the axe. The sheath and hilt of his blade were humble, yet the blade shimmered unlike anything she had ever seen.
"I am the Hero," the man said simply, voice filled with utter conviction. "I cannot be defeated."
Ghakin grunted and lashed out with one foot. This blow landed, striking the man in the chest and making him stagger back. Yet somehow he caught himself after only two steps and struck back. A line of blood formed across Ghakin's chest and the Catai's eyes widened in surprise.
He gave a roar and attacked again, this time not letting up. The axe rained down blow after blow, only barely intercepted by the shimmering blade. The Catai drove the strange "hero" back several steps until his back was against one of the stones. Ghakin quickly feinted with a thrust and turned it into a swipe, striking the man with the side of his axe. This did stagger him, and before he could fall, Ghakin grabbed him by the head and lifted him into the air.
"Talk, human. What the fuck are you doing?"
"I am the Hero," the man said. Only then did Tani realize that he had maintained his grip on his sword and now stabbed it upward, through Ghakin's arm. The Catai growled in pain and dropped him. "Your games will not work, Deathspawn. There is only one way this can end."
Ghakin let out a roar that made Tani's blood run chill. That sound was inhuman, speaking of rage and bloodlust like she had never heard before. Almost faster than she could follow, Ghakin grabbed the hero's neck and slammed him back into the stone. This time the blow successfully knocked the sword from his hands.
But the Catai warrior didn't stop, smashing the hero against the stone over and over again. There were several unpleasant cracking noises and the stone became smeared with blood, yet he didn't stop. Still roaring, he kept going until the hero was a mess against the stone.
"What the hell... I..." Ghakin turned back toward them, staring at his hands with a strange look. "I..."
The shimmering blade cut off his head.
It cut through his neck almost as if there was nothing there, sending Ghakin's head spiraling to the ground in a shower of blood. The body dropped slowly, revealing the Hero standing behind him. None of the Deathspawn's blood had touched him, and his own blood seemed to glow red gold.
"Just who are you?" Kanifor stepped forward, drawing several knives into his hands. The hero turned a gaze of pure gentleness on him.
"I am the Hero. I am the one who will liberate you from all this."
"I don't know who you think you are, but you can't murder someone near a Yevee village and wal-" Suddenly the shimmering blade plunged through his chest. Kanifor stared down at it in shock, his knives falling from his hands and blood welling up in his throat. Tani thought she screamed, yet she couldn't hear the sound coming from her lips.
The man who claimed to be a hero let the corpse fall and then returned his blade to his side, still untouched by the blood. He fixed them all with his gaze, now more stern than gentle. "You may be confused now, but make no mistake: this war can only end one way. Choose wisely."
In a swift movement, the Hero leaped to the top of the stones so the sun shone behind him once again. He raised his sword over his head and spoke. "The Legend will become complete and all of you will be saved! I must retreat for now, but remember my words! Never give up hope!"
And then he was gone, leaving Tani's eyes weeping as she stared directly into the sun.
She lowered her gaze slowly, half-blinded and with her ears ringing. The Deathspawn's large corpse lying by the stones didn't seem real, especially beside the bloody splatter on the stone. The Yevee corpse lay beside him, his name slipping from her mind. She struggled to cope with what she had seen and yet her thoughts were filled with blinding white.
When a corpse fell near her, Tani's instincts began to return, forcing her to her feet and letting her scan the situation. They were all killing each other. She stared without comprehension, as if the sight would change instead of growing more horrible. Why was everyone fighting?
Struggling to think, Tani took a step back and desperately searched for something else. It wasn't true that everyone was fighting. Two Yevee and one Deathspawn were fleeing. Eraes had retreated to a safe distance and was now staring in shock. Slaten had fallen onto his knees, clutching his head.
Though she wanted to do something, Tani could not make herself act in time. All too soon, both sides were dead and the survivors remained in shock. Her mind was beginning to return, but there were no sane thoughts she could think about what she had just witnessed.
Sunlight still fell from overhead. The day had become very bright and very cold.
- End of Part 1 -




Interlude
As Hanfel glanced over the battlements, he knew that something was wrong. Since he wasn't even supposed to be in this fortress and East Corah would not be pleased at his presence, he should have let the matter go and moved on. There was more important work to be done to stop the Deathspawn and he should have focused on it.
Yet he found himself stopping and looking down. The driver of one of the wagons in the line of peasants entering the city wore a large cloak similar to his - and Hanfel was definitely wearing his to cover his face. But the reins that tied the aurochs vanished into the sleeves. In weather like this, there was only one reason someone might hide all their skin.
If the cloaked figure was a Deathspawn agent, what was their plan? They were moving directly toward the gate of the city and they would obviously be captured up close. A surprise attack from a covered wagon was not unheard of, but their wagon was open and carried only bales of hay. No more than a few Deathspawn could be hiding under the hay, making them no match for the sein-trained knights at the gate.
Maybe his instincts were wrong and there was nothing suspicious. It might be a man with some kind of skin condition, a disease he hoped to hide so that he could sell his wares in the fortress. Yet...
The report from Graenin had said that the foreign explosives had been destroyed, but had they? It had been a lucky break that they had heard about the shipment at all, since their sources were unreliable. Could the Deathspawn have acquired more?
"Hey! What are you doing up here?" A guard on the top of the wall noticed Hanfel and began moving toward him.
The wagon drew closer to the gate even as the guard approached - Hanfel only had seconds to decide. If he acted for no reason, their chance of making contact with resistance agents in the fortress would be ruined. Yet if that wagon did carry dangerous foreign weapons...
Before the knights could reach him, Hanfel jumped over the edge of the wall. He landed heavily in the back of the wagon - and hit something hard. There was only a thin layer of hay on the top, covering something denser.
"Stop him!" The guard atop the wall shouted and pointed, drawing the attention of the knights at the gate.
One of them hurled a spear. Hanfel leaned aside and caught it out of the air, but not all projectiles would be moving so slowly. Especially if they had an Emerald Knight at the gate. He needed to confirm his suspicions before they all targeted him.
The cloaked figure turned back to look at him... and he caught a glimpse of crimson eyes.
Hanfel didn't hesitate a moment longer, he thrust the spear directly into the Deathspawn's back. Yet his opponent managed to twist to the side and drew a saber in his free hand. When Hanfel tried to impale him again, the saber knocked aside his thrust.
He needed to close the distance, since he trusted his hand to hand skills more than using a weapon. Too late, Hanfel realized that the Deathspawn driving the wagon had no intention of fighting him. All he had been doing was buying time for him to strike the aurochs on their hindquarters with his switch.
This time when the switch lashed out, it flowed with sein. Each blow left huge stripes of blood across the aurochs' hindquarters. The pain was too much for the beasts and they charged forward with a bellow, scattering peasants ahead of them and trampling others as they charged toward the gate away from the pain of the lash.
Though Hanfel lunged forward, he knew that he was too late to stop the wagon. He risked a glimpse at the knights at the gate and saw some of them moving to try to stop the charge. With their heavy shields, they might be able to, but would that be too late?
The Deathspawn hurled the lash at him and withdrew something from his cloak. It flared darkly, and Hanfel braced himself first in case it was a weapon. But instead the Deathspawn waited, also glancing toward the gate as the aurochs thundered toward it.
They meant to destroy the fortress gate.
Hanfel finished closing the distance, grabbing his opponent's wrist before he could use his saber. The Deathspawn twisted out of his grip with surprising strength and stabbed at close range. Hanfel managed to deflect the saber by the flat of the blade, but knew it was just buying time. Even as fast as they fought, there wasn't much time until the charging aurochs reached the gate.
He lunged out, trying to grab whatever the Deathspawn held in his offhand, but the Deathspawn pulled his hand away too quickly.
At that moment, Hanfel saw a knight over his shoulder charge directly into the aurochs. Though the beasts weighed many times more than he did, the knight's sein burned hot and he met them with his feet braced against the ground. For just a moment, he stopped their forward momentum and the aurochs' bodies lurched into the air, dragging the wagon up as well.
While the Deathspawn was off-balance, Hanfel grabbed his wrist and squeezed hard enough to break bones. As he saw the dark burning object fall, he became certain it was designed to light the explosives, and Hanfel desperately grasped for it.
His fingers only brushed the edge and it fell down through the hay.
It took agonizing moments for the fire to begin, during which the aurochs continued pitching forward in the air. But then something lit and he saw the flames beginning to form. A flower of fire at first, expanding to catch other explosives and becoming a wall of flame. If he had been on solid ground he might have been able to leap away, but in the air as he was, he could only brace himself against it.
For a moment the world was consumed by thunderous flame.
Hanfel landed heavily on his back, the front side of his body singed. Had he possessed fewer sein defenses, he might have been seriously injured. The concussive force of the explosion also left him dizzy, though his Nol training let him regain his balance quickly.
The fortress wall had fared far worse. Huge stones had been torn from their positions and thrown inward, crushing large parts of the gate. Bodies lay everywhere, untrained civilians groaning from their terrible burns. Had it been allowed to explode closer to the wall... truly a terrible weapon.
Too late Hanfel realized that the Deathspawn was struggling to his feet as well. He had fared worse in the flames, yet kept moving despite his burns. Taken off guard, all Hanfel could do was dodge away and avoid the wild slashes.
Before he could counterattack, someone struck down the Deathspawn from behind. The body dropped to reveal the knight who had stopped the wagon. He stood there for a moment, then tore off his damaged helm and threw it aside, revealing a young Coran face.
"If... if that weapon had been used closer..."
"That was their plan." Hanfel stepped up to the young man and put a hand on his shoulder. "We stopped it early thanks to you."
The young man eyed him suspiciously. "You aren't a knight, and you knew about this... are you a member of the resistance?"
"Aye. We'd prefer to work with you, but..."
"No, I understand." The knight turned back toward the devastation that had been caused and shook his head. "You should go now or they'll pin the blame on you. Thank you for what you've done for us."
"Are you sure you won't come with me? We need more talented warriors."
"I cannot. I have too many duties here."
Hanfel sighed, having heard that many times before. "Then remember what you have seen. Your king agreed to negotiate with the Deathspawn, yet they still tried to do this to you. We will keep fighting for Corah, even if your king is ready to give up."
With that, Hanfel rushed away, leaving the knight standing before the field of burning bodies.




Part 2

Relentless Hope




Chapter 10

-
"The East Wind struck out with a technique of great skill, yet the West Wind responded with a technique equally deep. Neither could gain advantage over the other, so both retreated. The West Wind adopted a new art, yet found it came to nothing against the East Wind's skill. They traded techniques one thousand times until both were exhausted, then they agreed that if they could not make war, perhaps they should make peace."
- excerpt from a traditional Nelee story
-
The light assaulted Kolanin's eyes and he winced away from the curtains. He told himself that he should stand up to tie them closed, but that was energy he didn't have. Keeping his eyes mostly closed, he tried to focus on the documents on his desk again. If he waited long enough, the sun would shift out of the range where it so easily speared into his room.
Words swam on the page before him, refusing to come together into coherent sentences. His mind was so tired, yet his body felt irritatingly rested. The tasks of administrating a city like Bundlin didn't put much of a toll on his body compared to the training he'd been through. His back didn't even ache from sitting in the chair all day, and he felt as though it should ache.
Through force of will he managed to focus on what mattered. Or at least what was in front of him - shipping fees seemed less important than the fact that the city was falling apart. Kolanin prevented himself from getting distracted long enough to examine the numbers, suggest changes, and sign off on the prospective agreement.
Once that was done, he had to sit back for a while. He couldn't help but think about the incident, in all the many fragments that had come to dominate Bundlin. Stories of the Hero haunted the people on both sides of the river, though they used rather different tones to describe it.
Kolanin believed the story that Slaten and Tani had reported, though he couldn't state that officially. Most of his men present had died, including Ghakin - he couldn't afford to lose Catai warriors. Those who returned told fractured stories, and if they didn't condemn their human allies as part of it, they didn't exactly defend them. Given the present environment, letting humans cross the river without an urgent need was simply foolish.
Early on, he had investigated the matter and tried to prepare for the threat. It troubled him how every human culture he spoke to had stories of a Hero who would save them from a great evil: they referred to it not as a mere myth or story, but a singular Legend. Not all believed, but almost everyone knew of it. Nothing that he'd learned came close to helping him come to grips with the incident.
Yet instead of coming to a head, the ominous atmosphere had simply persisted. For the first month it had been... Kolanin numbly realized that it had been just over three months. How could they sustain the belief that the Hero would come soon for that long? Just hearing the stories and receiving the death counts had him stretched thin.
The breeze stirred his curtains and another lance of sunlight stabbed into his eyes. Before he could reconsider, Kolanin raised a hand and flicked it in the direction of the curtains. Even as they swung, binding closer together, he regretted the frivolous use of sein. It was unworthy of him.
Leaning forward against his desk, Kolanin ran his hands over his face until he had rubbed some feeling back into it. He felt like sleeping, but there was too much to do and he knew that if he tried, he would just be troubled by dreams of violent light. An old part of him wondered if he could find angkhal in Bundlin, ride the intense burst of energy until he crashed. But no, he had set that part of his life aside.
Instead, Kolanin forced himself to get to his feet and headed into the hallway. The movement did nothing to solve any of his problems, but it did clear his mind a little. He needed to talk to Iralin anyway, so he could justify the change to himself. Perhaps when he returned he could do better with all the paperwork.
He found Iralin in her room, brewing a pot of nethian tea so sharp it made his eyes sting. She only did that when she had thoroughly spent her sein the night before, but she looked alert and had taken the effort to bind her hair back with a pearl comb. That might be a positive sign, though it was too early to hope for good news.
"Are you sure we can't use the humans?" Iralin asked as soon as he entered.
"It wouldn't be wise, especially when it comes to military healing." Kolanin shook his head and leaned heavily against the wall. "How bad is it?"
"Only three died in our care. Two won't fight again. I'd be proud, except that it doesn't really matter when so many come back dead in the first place, does it?"
Another hunting expedition with heavy losses after encountering the Hero. Whoever he was, he moved too erratically to predict. Analyzing the attacks, Kolanin was sure that this Hero didn't come near Bundlin, but that didn't help when they needed to send hunters further out. With no answers, Kolanin settled for nodding to Iralin. "Thank you for your work."
"Do we need to send out so many expeditions? Can't we just wait until the bastard goes away?"
"It would disrupt Bundlin's economy. Right after the short rainy season is the best time to hunt wild game, and the short dry season is unpredictable before..."
"Ugh, don't remind me of the long rains." Iralin made a disgusted face. "When I was first sent here, I thought I'd love some rain keeping down all the dust, but I was wrong. I'd give an eye to be somewhere with normal seasons."
Large regions of Fareshel and Eltar Trathe also had rainy and dry seasons, but Kolanin knew better than to argue with Iralin at times like this. "We might need to suffer the disruption, if it's necessary. Casualties are high, reinforcements cause new problems, and the injuries take a toll. In your professional opinion as a healer, should we limit outside expeditions?"
"Does my opinion matter? This is obviously a military issue now."
"Iralin..."
Her face was dangerously neutral before she turned away from him, not answering. Instead she moved to her pot of tea and extended a finger into the boiling water, swirling more sein through the mix and making the smell even sharper. Kolanin sighed and leaned back in the chair, but no position felt comfortable.
"I don't consider it a military issue," Kolanin said. "The orders we get from Orphos, even those from Aryabaus, are just abstractions. They'll come and cause trouble, just like the human rumors, but they'll pass without making much difference. What matters is who we keep alive through the fighting, and if the peace falls apart."
She didn't answer at first, slowly pouring some of the tea into a cup and taking a sip. Once she spoke, however, her voice wasn't so flat. "I spoke to some of the local healers, and they aren't having the same problems. If we keep sending out hunters, we'll keep getting dead bodies. Can we send humans instead?"
"Hmm. Possibly." It wouldn't make the soldiers as nervous as using humans for military matters, certainly, so it was a worthwhile thought. Given how stretched thin they were, it made sense to use them however he could, even if it wasn't the best use of their skills.
"Do you want some neth?" Iralin held up a second cup as a bit of a peace offering, but Kolanin had to refuse. Given how inactive he had been, tea that sharp would only make him jittery.
"Thank you, but no. I will think about your suggestion."
With that, he rose and left at a brisk walk. Speaking with Iralin had refocused him, but he still needed some time to think before submerging himself in the paperwork again. Kolanin responded to the nods he received from soldiers he passed without thinking, heading south along the river.
Once he left the core of the city, he watched the humans setting up their shacks and tents beside the river, huddling alongside it just like the trees. Not long ago, that channel had been completely flooded by the short rains. It amazed him that there could be a whole class of people who lived so precariously. Now they were setting up their homes again even though it would be only be a few months until the long rains.
The constant shifting of the slums struck him as wasteful, even irrational, but Kolanin had long ago accepted that many of his instincts were wrong here. This was central Breilin. It might not be as savage as many believed elsewhere, but it was an empty space with few traditions, just the clash of different human cultures.
Could the slums by the river be a security threat? Kolanin folded his arms behind his back as he stared out over the shacks, considering the possibilities. If it was simple malcontents, the river itself would likely be too much of an obstacle. If the problem came from a real threat, like the Coran resistance, they would have warriors trained enough to either swim the river or leap the walls. Best to leave the custom alone, then, since it seemed to fulfill a role.
"Taking a walk, commander?" The deep voice didn't surprise him, as Kolanin had been vaguely aware of Hakkiv approaching, so he merely turned to give the man a respectful nod.
Hakkiv was one of the new Catai he had been sent. Unlike most Towd, he always wore a full uniform, the gray contrasting with the blue of his skin. It must have been unpleasant in the heat, but it actually made him look more imposing. He didn't seem to expect a response from Kolanin, instead looking out across the river.
"This place is more like home than I thought. Trading and shit. Before I got sent out here, rumor was it was all fighters." Hakkiv spat down into the river.
"Not quite," Kolanin said. "There has been significant violence between some of the human groups, but the Chorhan Expanse was never really at war. Not war as we think of it."
"They have some tough ones, though. I'd love a crack at some of them. Not that they'll stand and fight. But these new rumors about Heroes, or the armored bastards I hear about down south... oh, and those 'Four Winds' the dark-haired ones talk about. Could be a rough fight."
"If they choose to fight us." That was the most he would try to change Hakkiv's mind, since he could always command the man if necessary. It was true that they didn't have the forces to challenge more powerful forces. Though Coran informants spoke scornfully about the Rhen Four Winds, Kolanin suspected that they might be true masters.
But it seemed Hakkiv had different thoughts, folding his arms over his chest before speaking. "I've always wondered... why can't the Zeitai just take care of this problem? They could kill all the worst enemies in a few days, right? Just get somebody to voidwalk them around the world, kill off the strong humans. Then we wouldn't have to be out here this long."
"The Zeitai have their own affairs."
"Yeah, that's what I hear." Hakkiv turned to stare down at him. "But that's a bullshit answer and you know it. They help out elsewhere. This place just not worth their time?"
"They handle the most difficult problems, Hakkiv. If you see a Zeitai here, that means everything has gone to hell. Believe me, their absence is a good sign." Kolanin left unsaid that it might be better to never see them at all. The answer seemed to satisfy Hakkiv, who grunted and nodded. Using a mild profanity with men like that often gained some respect. Though Kolanin felt like a manipulative fraud every time he did it, he needed his Catai loyal and on the same page.
It was true that they had multiple military problems, however. Kolanin said farewell and headed down the river, considering the issues. He was fairly certain that both attacks on the Teralanthan munitions had been from the Coran resistance, which meant the group was strong and well-informed. The Rhen tribes could also cause trouble if they went to war, and Aryabaus might draw more violence.
Then there was this Hero.
Kolanin set those thoughts aside and focused on what truly mattered. They wouldn't need to fight any Rhen if they could extend the truce long enough to make peace. More important than any battles were the trade agreements with Estronese merchants, who were nervous about the increasing instability. So many entangled problems...
But there wasn't much hope of significant assistance from anyone at all, much less the Zeitai. From reports, Kolanin knew that the raiders in the Sotunn Mountains were proving intractable, and beyond them war was brewing between the northern human nations. Politics remained more stable to the south, but it was whispered that the humans had managed to kill a Zeitai candidate before he could ascend.
And looking further... brewing problems in Fareshel, divisions back on Orphos, Onel Chaentan being as strange as always, total war in Younten Trathe and threatened in parts of Eltar Trathe...
Thinking beyond the continent was too much for him. Bundlin was too much for him.
He reached the city wall before thinking of solutions to any of his problems, of course. Kolanin stared at it for a time, not really thinking at all. Then he sighed and leapt up to the top to stare out over the grasslands beyond. Normally he used the stairs, not wanting to draw attention to himself, but today the cramped staircase would have just tired him.
Kolanin walked along the city wall, looking at nothing in particular. The men he passed straightened and saluted to him. Perhaps he could excuse this walk as an inspection, then, and hope it had a positive effect on morale. A bitter smile twitched across his lips as he considered that this random wandering might do more good than the rest of his work.
Perhaps it would be best to try Iralin's idea. Though reports suggested that this Hero killed humans sometimes, his target was unquestionably the mansthein forces. A group of trusted humans might be able to at least begin the necessary hunting without drawing the same sort of risk.
By the time he had decided that this plan might work, Kolanin realized that he had walked an appreciable fraction of the walls. He stood near one of the main gates now, so he spent a while watching the people move through it. They'd grown accustomed to soldiers staring down at them from above and did not look up to notice him.
After a time, Kolanin turned to look outward again. He noticed the area that some used for training and, on a whim, jumped off the wall to investigate. Though he had never been there himself, he was told that many of the young human warriors used it. Perhaps he would even meet some of the people he needed to speak with, avoiding the trouble of summoning them to the other side of the river or arranging a meeting on the human side.
There were quite a few humans there, primarily Coran men wrestling in the ring of dirt. Mostly young men, not the older warriors who might be a threat to his forces. Still, the nervous energy he felt in the crowd made him anxious, even before he was noticed and many of the humans began glowering at him and he heard whispers of "Deathspawn."
To avoid a confrontation, Kolanin shifted away from the group. Fortunately, one of the few people he needed to talk to was nowhere near the main crowd.
Melal was struggling to walk between two points marked with stones. Each of his arms strained to hold up several large rings of stone around them. A traditional Coran exercise, Kolanin understood, and a reasonable one for developing strength. The rings looked to be of the ancient stone and were likely heavy for someone of Melal's level of skill.
"You wanna talk?" Melal noticed him and managed to grunt out the words. "Let me do two more!"
"That's fine, I'm not in a hurry." Kolanin watched him reach the end, then turn around and begin making his way back.
The boy really was strong, both in body and in sein. Yet he had clearly devoted himself to strength above all else, leading to an unstable foundation of training, one that should have been corrected years ago. Strength alone was useless, particularly in the absence of speed and skill. At worst, the unbalanced sein could lead to injury, as the body was unable to sustain the levels of strength that were required. Kolanin's instinct was to warn him, but he recognized that his words would not be welcomed.
At last Melal reached the marking stones. He let out an unnecessarily loud roar and dropped the rings of stone off his arms so they crashed against one another dramatically. The reason why became obvious when he received respectful nods from some of the nearby human men and playful glances from some of the Coran women who had come to train.
Well, the boy was young. A certain level of immaturity was to be expected, and the young always sought glory. What mattered was that he was willing to return to Kolanin and talk.
"Yeah, what is it?"
"I have an important assignment for human warriors," Kolanin said. "The duusha hunts are failing because too many mansthein can't survive the conditions, due to bandits and other problems. I need strong warriors to support the next hunt."
"Then I'm your man!" Melal jabbed a thumb at his chest and flexed. "I've been getting a lot stronger. I can take on whatever's causing you trouble!"
"Very good. I'll be asking some others as well, so I'll let you know once the journey is planned." His gaze flickered over the crowd, looking for others who might be good candidates, which made him change his mind. There was a more important question. "What motivated all this intense training?"
"Just eager to do our part! Bundlin is our home too, so with you mansthein getting injured, we want to help defend it!"
Obviously a lie. Melal was grinning at him, but the boy couldn't come close to faking an authentic smile. Kolanin smiled neutrally in response, wondering as to his intent. If he held the same animosity as the others at the training ground, then perhaps he was trying to hide it. Still, he had said "mansthein" instead of "Deathspawn", which was a first for him in Kolanin's hearing.
"We're grateful for your assistance." Kolanin turned his gaze further, surprised that he still hadn't seen the other two. "Have you seen Slaten or Tani here? I intended to ask them as well."
"The Rhen girl, I haven't seen in a long time. But Slaten is around the side of the rocks. Said things were getting too crowded for him." Melal jerked his head in the proper direction. Kolanin thanked him and they went separate ways, false smiles laid on thick.
Despite everything, Kolanin had high hopes for Melal. The boy hated his kind, but his hate was a petty sort of prejudice that Kolanin hoped could be eroded in time. Melal had accepted the loss of his position as a minor noble and blended in with the other Corans, which showed signs of adaptability. Above all, he was young. Provided his life didn't end early, he could grow out of his youthful impulses and become a man who could make peace between mansthein and Corans.
Those were long term concerns, however, and Kolanin needed humans for his hunting trip soon. He headed around the side of the cluster of stones at a walk, resisting the urge to simply go over the top and remind the hostile crowd of his skill.
On the other side, he came into view of Slaten. Though he was little older than Melal, Kolanin rarely thought of him as a boy in the same way. When Slaten had arrived in Bundlin, he had obviously seen a great deal of violence already. His commitment to set aside his sword and take up a more useful path of healing and diplomacy had impressed Kolanin.
It was obvious that Slaten had taken up the sword again, metaphorically and literally. He held a wooden practice sword in both hands, completely still, then lunged into a strike against the boulder in front of him. The blow landed solidly, but the sein in his blow prevented the wooden sword from breaking. His form was good, and the Oken technique was clearly one polished by many generations.
Kolanin's appreciation quickly cooled as he watched Slaten practice the same two movements, over and over. One slash, one thrust. He was obviously trying to master both strikes, maintaining a grim intensity as he sharpened his skills. Though he seemed more comfortable here on the training grounds than he ever had as a healer, Kolanin still felt a twinge of disappointment.
Strikes like that were how someone might plan to kill a Catai. Though Slaten lacked the strength to do so, such focused blows would be the easiest way to break through the wall of trained muscle and sein. He also had the dedication to develop himself to that point one day. His face revealed little but concentration, yet Kolanin found himself concerned.
Was it possible that Slaten would be more of a threat than Melal? He had seemed disturbed by the attack of the Hero, not inspired, but Kolanin knew little of the boy's thoughts since the incident. The idea that he might end up fighting against them was troubling. Melal's hatred was fleeting, but if Slaten came to hate, his hatred would be intense and enduring.
Of course, it was impossible to know how any person would develop, and time always seemed to hold surprises. Would anyone who trained with Kolanin in Ith Silvaros have guessed that he would end up as a military commander in the middle of nowhere, trying to make peace with humans?
At that moment, the wooden sword shattered with a loud crack. Slaten's control had faltered after the repeated blows, which was unsurprising for sustained practice. After a pause, Slaten tossed the pieces aside and then turned to pick up another practice sword from a pile by the boulders.
In the process he noticed Kolanin watching. There was a hard emotion in his gaze, but not hatred. Something closer to despair.
"I'm sorry to interrupt." Kolanin walked closer and glanced toward the scarred boulder. Slaten shook his head and dropped the sword back into the pile.
"I'm mostly exhausted anyway, so I need time to recover."
"Training too much can do more harm than good, yes. I'm here to ask you to use those skills in a different way." Kolanin quickly explained about the hunt and Slaten nodded his agreement silently. It seemed to drag him from the cold and focused place of his training, so Kolanin decided to ask his other question. "Have you seen Tani recently?"
"She's training on her own. Do you want me to ask her?"
"Yes, unless you feel that she still needs time. I understand that she saw many of her allies killed during the incident, so I would like to give her time to recover."
Slaten shook his head slowly. "You don't really recover. Not after seeing something like that."
Of the reports of the incident, Slaten's had been least useful: numb and empty. Kolanin wanted to ask him again, actually opened his mouth, then decided against it. He had already spent months investigating the matter and the Legend remained a whisper in the wind, lacking detail and yet still powerful in the minds of everyone.
Perhaps powerful because it lacked detail.
Kolanin remained there a while longer, then abruptly turned and headed back to his office. He had a great deal of work to do.




Chapter 11

-
"The Red Warrior was raised by kind parents and trained by wise masters, yet a seed of twisted pride lurked within him. If a man spilled his soup, the Red Warrior would demand a fight for his honor. If a woman bumped into him on the path, the Red Warrior would demand a fight for his honor. He responded to any slight against his honor by disgracing the honor of others. Yet in fighting, he grew strong."
- excerpt from the Tale of the Red Warrior, a popular Nelhae story
-
Ever since the rains, a haze had choked the streets of Bundlin. Tani had been grateful for the cool mist for exactly one morning before it became unbearably humid. Though the air had grown dry again, the oppressive haze seemed to hang over everyone. Even before dawn, it gripped her as soon as she went outside.
Once she leapt to the top of the house with the Soaring Feet, Tani felt as though she could finally breathe again. Yomeri didn't like her being on the roof, but it was one of the only ways she could clear her mind. Even the Yevee and Lanoo Rhen in the city seemed to be talking of nothing but the rumors. It had been worse early on, when everyone described an event so different from the one she experienced, but it still left her suffocating.
In the center of the roof, with a breeze moving around her, Tani felt a little better. She sat down and crossed her legs, tried to find peace within herself. Given how much practice she'd had lately, it took only a short time for her to clear her mind of such thoughts.
For a time, her flow was perfect. She smelled the mint, tasted the spices, let the sein move within her. Gathering together in a core near her heart, then spreading out through her entire body, to the very edge of her skin, before flowing back. The very first exercise warriors learned as children, deepening with them as it grew over their entire lives.
This was pure.
The Yevee texts had spoken of a form of meditation that intrigued her. Instead of her sein gathering only by her heart, it could simultaneously pool in her head and low in her stomach as well. She had yet to grasp how to draw it inward to three points simultaneously, but it felt natural and matched some of the advanced teachings of her master.
Thoughts of the text brought her back to reality, to memories of what had happened. Time had accreted into a layer of numbness as she thought about Kanifor dying in front of her. Which led to remembering everything falling apart, which was somehow even worse. In one moment the world had made sense, and then in a matter of heartbeats, so many died.
Tani opened her eyes, accepting that she would not be able to meditate for much longer. Since the incident, she had focused almost entirely on her fundamental sein training. Though she had managed to progress with the Soaring Feet to a degree, training specific techniques almost always brought her thoughts to troubled places.
Besides, the violence she had seen could not be stopped with any new technique. She doubted that she could stop it with her fundamentals, either, but at least those lightened the burden.
After checking the sliver of the sun on the horizon, Tani closed her eyes again. If she couldn't meditate traditionally, at least she could dwell within her sein instead of worrying about what was going to happen later in the day.
No more thoughts of that, or of the tension in the city, or of the talk of a Hero or Legend. Only the flow of herself, memories of her home and her master. Was it her imagination, or did the memories feel richer than they had before? The better she knew her sein, the deeper she knew herself.
At that moment, Tani realized that she was so busy knowing herself that the sun had mostly risen and she was going to be late.
Hopping up, Tani leapt off the side of the house and landed on the street. Though she still needed to focus carefully to avoid twisting an ankle, she was confident enough to jump without pausing. Then she was off at top speed, dodging around the workers who were beginning their day as the sun slowly bathed everything in light.
Even at her full speed, she didn't make it in time. Eraes stood on the street corner, waiting for her with a sour expression on her face. When she saw Tani approach she at least switched to a smile and said nothing about her being late, at least directly.
"Do we have time to eat? I thought they were leaving at dawn."
Tani smiled and gestured for Eraes to follow. "Don't worry, when Corans say 'leaving at dawn' they really mean that dawn is when they'll start thinking about leaving. We have time."
"I guess they wouldn't leave without you. Me, I'm not so sure."
Eraes followed her as they moved into an alleyway, ducking under some early laundry strung up on a line. Though Tani had been trying to convince the other woman to experiment with more food instead of sticking to her rations, this was the first time she'd accepted. Right before they were about to leave, but that was better than nothing.
The entrance to the bread shack was still covered, but Tani felt confident enough to push through the curtain. She stayed there, holding it open for Eraes, and looked for the Coran owner. Gornoyo emerged, beaming at her. He was one of the roundest men Tani had ever seen, with a smile that seemed to split his shaved head in half.
"It is my little Rhen friend! And she has brought another friend! Come! Come and eat!" Gornoyo gestured wildly to the seats in front of the bar, then hurried off to bring them food.
Examining the seat skeptically, Eraes waited a long time before sitting down and raising an eyebrow at her. "This is the place that's going to change my opinion of Coran food?"
"Change your opinion? Probably not. But it's better than what you'd get in the shacks near the river, and you can't eat rations all the time."
"I don't think it's worth taking a chance on these... street shops. And those food wagons are completely unsanitary. But I suppose I trust your judgment."
At that moment Gornoyo returned, bustling everything into place in front of them. It was a combination she was used to by now: a large blob of bread, a bowl of noodles, and a smaller bowl of dags. What kept her coming back to Gornoyo's shop, other than his friendliness, was the fact that the sauce for the dags was excellent and he added extra flavor to his noodles.
"Eat!" Gornoyo patted the bread in front of her happily. "And who is your friend?"
"Sorry, Gornoyo. We need to talk about a few things before we leave."
"Ah! Yes, yes, of course." He tapped his lips in a strange gesture and disappeared back through the doorway to his house. Another advantage of eating here, not that they were going to talk about anything critical.
First, though, she watched Eraes. The other woman experimentally pinched several of the dags and popped them into her mouth. A moment later she choked violently. "All... all of you... will kill yourselves... with salt..." After recovering, however, she licked off her fingers. "But you were right, the sauce is good. Almost makes the salt on the fish worth it."
"Salt is dangerous?" Tani began eating her bread first, getting it out of the way.
"Not dangerous, but bad for one's health in such quantities."
"It helps preserve food, though. Can it be worse than rancid meat?"
"Probably not, but that doesn't mean it's healthy." Eraes took a blob of the bread, tasted it, and then put the rest back into the main mound without expression. "But it might not actually be a problem for you. I understand that warriors who train as hard as you do need to eat more than normal, so no doubt you need more salt as well."
Tani didn't answer for a while, mixing bread and dags and appreciating what she could from both. After swallowing, she spoke again. "What do people eat on Teralanth?"
"Oh, a thousand things. All kinds of game, properly cooked and seasoned. Candied lemons. Dumplings of-"
"What do poor people eat?"
That made Eraes pause, though only for a moment. "It's called rice. I'm not sure if it can be grown here, but I haven't seen it. It's the backbone of the Teralanthan diet, whether you're rich or poor. Like this bread, I guess... I can't quite believe it, but even wealthy Corans I've met with still eat bread alongside more expensive things. With rice you can prepare it in so many ways, or cook meat or vegetables in with it..."
"That sounds delicious. I'd like to try it."
"You don't have the faintest clue what it tastes like, how can you call it delicious?"
Tani had expected that objection and waved it away with her spoon. "I think that people spend so much time cooking their central food, they always find ways to make it delicious. We may not like Coran bread, but they obviously like it, so does that matter? Anyway, this 'rice' sounds very flexible, and more flavorful than bread. I think I'd enjoy it."
"You really have thought this through." Eraes ate some of her noodles and her eyes widened. "Oh, these are good."
"I thought so." Tani started eating her own, savoring them slowly. It had seemed rude to her to suck the noodles into her mouth, but Corans seemed to take that as an appreciation of the flavor. After she'd fully appreciated it, she looked back to Eraes thoughtfully. "Why are you spending more time with wealthy Corans?"
"Two reasons, actually. First, Kolanin sent me to try to negotiate some trade deals - it won't work, but I have to earn my keep. Second, I'm hoping I can find someone who runs ships far down the river. If I can make my way to Nol, I might be able to find a real ship back to Teralanth."
"You wouldn't get in trouble?"
Eraes rolled her eyes. "I bet they've already forgotten they exiled me. Considering that all Aryabaus wanted was the munitions, I doubt he's given me a second thought. I might not be able to go back home, but I'm not going to let my talent go to waste here."
"Kolanin can't use you as a tactician?"
"I hoped so at first, but I don't think it's really possible. Combat is too different here." Eraes began toying with the bread, shaping it into little balls on the table. "You do have siege warfare, but the Corans seem to try to avoid it."
"It's hard to support an army in the Chorhan Expanse, I think."
"That was my conclusion too. Anyway, aside from that, too many of the battles seem to boil down to each side just running at each other. It's too chaotic to give instructions, and even if I had a method of communication, I couldn't give much good advice. What can I say, 'fight better'? Too much comes down to raw strength here."
Tani was about to respond when she noticed that Eraes wasn't simply playing with her food. She was putting the balls into rows and columns, forming little squares. Perhaps it was an idle game, but Eraes seemed focused on what she was doing. "Are the balls... soldiers?"
"That's right." Eraes smiled appreciatively, though she didn't look up. She moved the balls into two opposite sides. "A normal Teralanthan army fights in large blocks like these - each ball would have to be many soldiers, of course. They're trained to move together, respond to orders given by horn, and so on."
"Oh, how strange..."
"Rhen don't fight like that?"
"No, not at all. Even if warriors fight on the same side, each fights for themselves. Traditionally all battles are between two warriors, though of course that tradition isn't often followed in wartime. It would be strange for everyone to just... become part of one body." Tani considered adding an apology for judging Teralanth, but Eraes rarely apologized and didn't seem to expect one.
"That might work in some contexts, especially forests, but on a plain? I'll take a disciplined formation any day."
"But what happens if one of the squares includes someone truly strong?" Tani shaped a blob of bread into a larger ball, then after a pause, drew an angry face on it. Eraes grabbed it immediately, surprisingly eager.
"That's where a tactician is needed! Well... even with basically trained soldiers, it's important to choose good ground, not to send cavalry against archers, and so on. But where things become truly interesting is when powerful individuals are considered." Eraes gestured with the larger ball. "Say that this is a warrior with unusually strong defenses, like a Catai. What happens if they go up against a formation of soldiers that are trained only in basic discipline?"
"He smashes through, I'd guess." It had been Tani's primary question ever since she realized the balls represented soldiers, though she also wondered about extremely fast warriors.
"Exactly. Their weapons do nothing, so poorly trained troops can be broken by one warrior. Even those with better training will become focused on him, leaving themselves more vulnerable. We call a warrior powerful enough to face no harm from an entire enemy troop a Bastion. They can break a formation or hold a line on their own."
"But what if one of the soldiers in the formation has more sein training? If the strong warrior just charges in, they could take injuries."
Eraes raised a finger directly at her, smile growing. "Exactly! That's a well-known trap, though it's included in enough stories that it's risky now. If the tactician knows what she's doing, she isn't going to risk a Bastion like that. And in any case, unless you are very certain how your opponent will act, you risk wasting the stronger warrior in a unit that will mostly just hold a line."
"I think I see now." Though Tani didn't feel the excitement that Eraes clearly did, she could imagine Eraes commanding soldiers on a strange battlefield half a world away. "You called someone like that a 'Bastion' - I guess there are other special names?"
"Oh yes, and many different names for troops with specialties and more than basic training. But the most important names are for individuals strong enough to turn the tide on their own. For example, a Cyclone is someone too fast to be harmed by the average soldier. They can't hold ground, but they're very valuable offensively if used at the right time."
As she spoke, Eraes was fashioning more balls. She set one behind the square of soldiers and stuck a dag into it pointing up.
"Say this is a commander. The third kind of notable soldier is a Fareye, someone who can threaten from a great distance. Normally the leader is protected behind the army, but one Fareye could shoot an arrow or throw a knife..." Eraes knocked the leader ball over with a finger. "Some tacticians always keep an elite of their own nearby to protect against a Fareye, but can you afford to hold back a valuable asset? The trade-off is-"
Someone cleared their throat loudly, making both of them jump. Tani looked up to find Gornoyo standing over them, frowning with his arms folded across his chest. "You are having fun with Gornoyo's bread, I see."
Tani swallowed and immediately lowered her gaze. "I am sorry. We meant no offense, we were merely speaking o-"
"No matter, no matter!" His frown broke into a loud laugh. "I am glad to see you have such fun. But you should not go hungry!"
Gornoyo scooped out a chunk of bread and dropped it down in front of Eraes.
"Eat! Eat and grow strong!"
With that, he moved back into the house, leaving Eraes staring flatly at the massively increased pile of bread. She looked up at Tani with such a disgruntled expression that Tani couldn't hold back a snicker. Eraes looked upset for only a moment before she laughed as well. Her laugh was quick and high, almost a giggle. It made Tani laugh more, though they quickly brought themselves under control. It was quite foolish of them to be playing with their food like children.
"I suppose that was childish," Eraes said.
Tani shook her head. "Thank you for the lesson, honored tactician."
"But... do I have to eat this? I'll cause offense if I don't, right?"
"Yes, most likely." Tani began eating some of it for her and focused back on Eraes. Though the moment had passed, she was still curious. "So... if I was Teralanthan, what role would I play? Not now, but assuming I was fully trained."
"That is a good question." Eraes sat back and considered her. "You have the talent to be either a Cyclone or a Fareye, but you're somewhere in between. There are always some who take their own paths, of course, but that's rare in Teralanth. Most are part of a major school with a highly developed training program."
Very different from Rhen training, which might draw on the tribe's traditions but was otherwise directed between master and warrior. They chatted lightly while Tani finished their food, then paid and left. The sun was high enough in the sky now that Tani thought the expedition might actually be leaving.
For some reason, as soon as they started walking back, her good mood evaporated. Maybe because they were no longer alone, or maybe because they had no choice but to think about what they were facing. In theory it was a simple hunting assignment, but the last time she had gone far out of town...
"Eraes..." They had talked about what had happened to them - there had been no choice - but Eraes had always seemed especially uncomfortable with the subject. Slaten was willing to talk plainly of the Hero, though he said he had no insight, but Eraes rejected the entire Legend as superstition. "The man who attacked us with the Yevee... where would he fall in the tactical system?"
"I don't know." Though the mornings were rarely cool, Eraes rubbed her arms as if for warmth. "He might not fall into any system. But it reminded me of those masters who spend their lives improving their sein, so much that it seems to have an effect around them. Perhaps someone who trained like that, without any guidance from a formal school..."
Tani wasn't sure. She knew what strength felt like, and though she wasn't confident in evaluating warriors far above her, she had some idea. During a Confederation of Tribes she had actually met the East Wind and felt the atmosphere of pressure around the man. Her master had told her that was something true masters could obtain, that it was impressive but not shocking.
The Hero had not been like that. That had not been sein, it had been... a force of nature.
Putting the thought into words clarified her thinking somewhat, but it didn't actually help. Tani swallowed and tried to take things in a less grim direction. "Well, they say that he's targeting mansthein soldiers. Hopefully we won't run into him."
"You never can tell what a madman will do." Eraes muttered under her breath in Teralanthan and didn't seem inclined to talk for the rest of the way out.
Outside the western gate, they found the caravan gathering in a grassy area before the road began. The wagons were empty now, ready to take back the many animals they were expected to hunt. She was glad to see a wagon with a tent-like cover - she had seen a few Corans in such wagons on the way to Bundlin and discovered that they were designed with space on the floor for easier sleeping. So the trip wouldn't be entirely uncomfortable.
Most of the group, Tani didn't know. Given that they were allegedly all well-trained, she was a bit nervous looking over all the Coran faces. To her surprise, she recognized one of them as a Coran warrior she had met when she first arrived at Bundlin - he had been the first to hold back the warrior who was still trying to attack. Tani smiled at him and he smiled back, but didn't seem to recognize her.
In any case, she soon spotted two people she did know. Slaten was helping to load one of the supply wagons, while Melal sat on the side and swung his legs back and forth. They seemed to have been talking - or at least Melal was talking - but cut off when the two of them approached.
"Glad to see we'll have a bit of beauty along for the trip!" Melal raised a hand and trotted over to them. He focused on Eraes, who suddenly found it essential to discuss provisions with one of the Coran men on the other side of the caravan. That left Tani with Slaten. After setting down the box he was lifting, he nodded to her somberly.
"Tani. We're about to depart."
"Sorry for not helping load the wagons."
"It is fine. You're here to help fight, if it comes to that." Judging from his gaze on hers, he was certain that it would come to that. Tani noticed that he had two swords at his waist, one in a sheath she recognized from their training but the other broad and unfamiliar.
"Do you... know something about this journey?" She tried to search his eyes, but he was hard to read. Though it might have sounded like an accusation, she'd learned to be direct with Slaten. He simply shook his head.
"I hope this ends well, but I don't think it will."
They might have said more, but at that moment one of the Coran men called out a command. Several of the workers climbed into the wagons and whipped the aurochs, which gave irritable groans but began to move. The wagons had to circle back a bit, but soon they trundled over the grasses toward the road. It extended to the horizon like a dusty serpent.
Contemplating how far they had to go to reach the herds, assuming they found them as expected, was not something Tani liked to think about. Though she could ride in the wagons, she had too much nervous energy to do so. Slaten walked as well, so she fell in beside him.
Just walking in silence would make for grim traveling, however, so Tani tried to think of a different topic. She wondered what subject could make Slaten as excited as Eraes had been talking about tactics - it was hard to imagine him like that. He was certainly interested in sein, but his interest was less excitement than focus.
"Did you buy a new sword?"
"Ah. Yes." Slaten reached down and unhooked it from his belt, extending it to her as they walked. One side of the blade curved out to a point, almost like an axe, before curving back to a thrusting tip. It struck her as too large and the shape didn't allow for a sheath, but it seemed made with purpose. "There aren't many Oken blades here, and they aren't well made, but I managed to find one. Depending on the situation, it might be better to use a blade I feel comfortable with."
"It looks well made to me." Tani held it closer to her eyes, admiring the shine on the blade. It was only sharp on one edge, but the axe-like point could be used for hacking, while the end might be useful for stabbing like a Coran blade.
"It was an Oken smith, but using Coran iron. The result isn't as good as a Coran sword."
"I wish I could get knives made out of the Coran steel they get from South Corah. I've only seen a kitchen knife made from it, but I was impressed." With only a small amount paid by Kolanin for their work, Tani didn't have much money for purchasing weapons. She'd replaced or repaired them in preparation for this trip, of course...
Tani realized that Slaten would probably be interested, so she didn't keep her thoughts to herself. They talked about weapons for a while, which was pleasant enough. Swordsmen had it easy, only needing to be concerned about a single primary weapon. The balance between a sickle knife and different kinds of throwing knives was more difficult, though Slaten seemed interested and it was nice to find someone who could appreciate the technical details. Maybe now she knew how Eraes felt.
Wrapped up in the conversation, Tani didn't think about the fact that they were leaving Bundlin until they were already far away. She looked back and could just see the city on the horizon. That was good, if it meant the trip would go quickly. But as they walked away, Tani was left with a deep sense of melancholy.




Chapter 12

-
"An Oken man knows only the tribe nearest him.
An Estronese man knows only the skills of the tribes.
A Coran man knows only which tribe has the most to steal.
A Deathspawn knows only killing."
- Rhen saying of unclear provenance
-
It was so goddamn hot.
Melal picked at his shirt, which clung to him. He was as sweaty as an aurochs's ball sack - and he knew, because he'd had to walk alongside the stupid creatures. This trip had sounded like fun at the start, but it was quickly turning into a slog.
Melal missed Bundlin. The city had been a bit shit, yeah, but recently it had come alive. All the glorious stories! A flame had been kindled in the hearts of everyone, a belief that the vile Deathspawn could be defeated. Not everyone had seen it yet, but they would learn. Even Kolanin seemed to feel the difference, though he didn't understand the doom that was coming for him.
Out here, Melal was probably closer to the Hero, but he felt lost without so many people around him, believing together with him. And if things went according to plan, they wouldn't meet the Hero anyway. Melal desperately hoped that he could change that, he just wasn't sure how.
The heat brought yet another drop of sweat down the side of Melal's forehead, sliding to his neck and itching as it went across his chest. His shirt had gotten sweaty and dried so many times that he hated it. Melal growled and smacked a fist into his palm a few times, just to feel something else. He needed to take his mind off the heat.
Melal's first thought was to see if he couldn't get somewhere with the girls. Only bright part of this trip was the chance to get closer to them. Unfortunately, Eraes and Tani were seated on the side of one of the wagons, gossiping about something or other. Wouldn't want him butting in. Melal took a moment to admire the two of them, then headed toward the front of the group.
There Melal found Bardel trudging along in the lead and Napenel keeping the aurochs in line with a long reed. Bardel was a tough old goat, and stronger than he looked. Napenel was more his age and Melal had already chatted with him some. Napenel was weaker than him, but could take a good punch. They'd have to wrestle more when they got back to Bundlin.
But for now, better to talk to Bardel, find out if he had anything more interesting to do. "Ho, Bardel!" Melal moved up beside him, raising a hand. The older man nodded to him.
"Melal. Hot day, isn't it?"
"Doesn't seem like they make any other type. We anywhere near the herds?"
"Gotta be any time now." Bardel's eyes shifted over the horizon for a while, then shook his head. "But they can roam a long way in one day. Never know exactly where they'll be."
"You think we'll run into the Hero?"
Bardel was silent for a long time, then shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe not."
"But wouldn't that be great? There are stories of him fighting alongside others, you know. He's probably gathering good men to fight for him. Think he'd recruit us?"
"Hard to say."
Melal scowled at the older man. "You told me you took this job for money - you're not getting soft on the Deathspawn, are you? When the Hero gets to Bundlin, believe me... you'll see the difference between those who believed and those that didn't."
"Maybe." Bardel was silent for a while, staring upward into the blindingly white clouds, then he shook his head. "Seems to me that calling yourself a Hero is one thing, living up to that name is another. And I'm not saying I like the Deathspawn being in charge, but Bundlin was a violent shithole before they arrived. If they get vanquished or whatever, who's going to keep us all from going at each others' throats again?"
"You'll see! If the Legend is true, the Hero will unite everyone against the enemy! The Rhen and the Estronese will join us and we'll be able to make a better city. Especially once we clean out all the Deathspawn filth from the other side of the river, huh?"
"It'd be nice if it worked out like that."
Bardel still sounded a little skeptical, but Melal was no longer concerned. The old man might not believe yet, but he would be on their side. Maybe some just needed to see the Hero in all his glory first to really believe. The Legend did say that the Hero would need some time to draw everyone to him, after all. At least that was how most of the stories went.
Just when Melal was about to start another conversation, Bardel shifted. Then suddenly he was moving forward, so quickly that Melal drew his sword. It turned out to be nothing. Bardel didn't attack anyone, just bent down in the dust to examine something. When he raised a palm behind him, Napenel hastened to swat the aurochs until they came to a halt.
Meanwhile, Melal came up beside him, saw that the dust looked a little different. How could anyone tell if animals had passed, on hard-packed dirt like this? But after only a short time, Bardel stood up and smiled in satisfaction.
"We have them. Not a large group, but the tracks are fresh. Time to hunt."
"Finally!" Melal put his sword back into its sheath, eager to take up the proper tools of the hunt. But Bardel was already shaking his head.
"Sorry, kid, but you stay here. We can't sneak up on the herds with the wagons in tow, and somebody needs to stay back to guard them. Still stories about bandits in these parts."
"What? Why not me?"
"You're tough, kid, but you have a long way to go. Duusha ain't like aurochs. Horns are just as bad, tempers too - but duusha are fast enough to gore you, and they're ornery enough to try. You're along to get a taste for this. We'll handle the hunt."
Melal scowled and moved up to the old man, straightening his shoulders. When they stood toe to toe, it was obvious that Melal was taller and even a little broader across the shoulders. The old man might be tough, but he couldn't just leave him out of it. Yet Bardel just stared at him without blinking or budging, then sighed.
"Tell you what... hit me, right in the face. You hit hard enough to impress me, I'll take you along. As hard as y-"
Not waiting any longer, Melal punched the old man directly in the face. He went for the nose, aiming to break the bastard's pride a little.
It felt like punching a brick wall. Bardel took a step backward, but didn't bleed so much as a drop. Though Melal bit his lip hard to avoid making any sounds of pain, he couldn't help but wring his hand. What the hell was the old man made out of?
"Better than I expected, kid." Bardel rubbed his nose with insufferable superiority. "But you're not ready yet. Keep wrestling and carrying the stones. You got the potential to be a lot better than me one day, but you're not going to get there unless you put the work in."
With his hand still stinging, Melal couldn't object. Napenel also asked to be included in the hunt, but Bardel only had to give him a look to shut him up. Their whole group moved off the road, circling up the wagons and setting the aurochs to feed while the hunting party got prepared.
It was a small comfort that at least Slaten had to stay as well. The Rhen girl too, and of course the dark foreign girl. Maybe this wouldn't be all bad. After all, they had nothing to do but sit around and wait for the hunting party to come back. Him, Napenel, another young man he thought was named Pendaneyo, Slaten, Tani, and Eraes. He liked his odds.
Oddest thing was that Pendaneyo seemed to be chatting up Eraes, and she didn't look pissed at him. Melal scowled and moved closer, eyeing him up. If these were the young warriors in their group, better get to know them all. Pendaneyo was tall with lanky brown hair but he had a weak aura to him, didn't look people in the eyes. Which made it odd that he had a pretty good Coran shield that he always carried around.
Before Melal could get close enough to hear, Pendaneyo moved away from Eraes. He had something in his hand, some kind of wood carving, but he quickly hid it as he turned away. Melal wondered what the hell he was up to. Trying to get Eraes to look at him somehow.
"Hey." Melal stepped into Pendaneyo's way as he moved. "Can you actually use that thing?"
"Reckon I can do okay." The other man pulled his shield off his shoulder and grabbed the strap, puffing his chest out like an idiot. "My daddy gave me this shield and taught me a few things."
"Let's see if he knew his stuff." Melal pulled back and swung, his fist impacting the center of the shield.
To his surprise, he found himself staggering backward. Pendaneyo's eyes were wide, but he'd braced himself and put some inner strength into the shield. Enough to send Melal's strength right back the way it came. Though Melal had just wanted to hit someone, and should have been pissed, he found himself nodding.
"Not bad, kid. I never used a shield myself. Think you could teach me the trick?"
Pendaneyo looked surprised, then gave a nervous smile. "I could try."
"Let's start tonight." Melal clapped him on the shoulder and looked for more interesting conversation. Eraes had moved away for some reason, so he had to find someone else.
Tani stood facing one wagon, playing around with her knives. Strange thing where she tried to throw them fast, Melal wasn't sure what to make of it. Not that it really mattered. He moved in and leaned on the wagon near where she was throwing to show he wasn't afraid. She stopped, two knives still in hand, and looked at him.
"Too bad they made us stay back, huh? We don't get any respect here."
"I would have liked to hunt too," Tani said. "But it's true that we're the youngest ones here. Maybe they'll give us a chance after the first hunt or two."
"If they don't, I'll make them! Old man Bardel said we could go along if I punched him hard enough to knock him over."
"Really? I guess you'll be wanting to practice punching, then. I doubt I'd be able to do that, but I might be able to throw hard enough to bring down a duusha, if I work at it enough." With that she moved to the side, aiming at a new place on the wagon. As she raised her hand again, Melal shifted in the same direction so that she couldn't ignore him.
"That's a fancy knife trick. But if you want to take down something big, you're gonna need more strength. We've got good training for strength, if you're interested."
Tani looked at him for a long moment before she lowered her knives, then gave him a smile. Not as big as the quick smiles that would flash across her face, but that was a good sign. She started to say something and Melal moved to stand closer to her when her gaze suddenly shifted to the side.
Just in case it was a trick, Melal turned slowly so he wouldn't look afraid. But it didn't turn out to be a trick at all, there was a woman walking toward their group.
And damn, what a woman. Melal had thought Tani was cute, and spent plenty of time thinking about Eraes' dark curves, but this woman... her leather outfit was closely fitted to her body, and he was grateful for it. Her wide hips swung as she walked, and the tattered cloak over one shoulder couldn't hide those fantastic tits.
She did look a little worn, her face smudged from travel and her brown hair limp around her face. It looked like she might be in trouble. Not afraid, but definitely more worn down than he'd realized at first. The woman stopped a short distance away and raised her hands before her.
"Please... I need water..."
Melal started forward, grabbing a gourd of water, but Slaten put an arm in his way. Glaring at the idiot, Melal tried to imagine what he could be thinking, not to help such a woman in trouble. But he saw Slaten's eyes looking over her and realized that he must be transfixed as well.
"I can pay... I just... need to make it to the next town..." Her voice was a little hoarse, but Melal thought it had a pleasantly husky quality. When no one objected, she walked closer, lowering her head gratefully. "Please, just a little..."
Just when Melal was about to push past Slaten to hand her the water, Tani stepped forward with a gourd of her own. Her eyes were a little suspicious - perhaps jealous of the woman's obvious charms? The woman obviously didn't deserve the glare, smiling gratefully at Tani before taking a drink. As promised, she drank only a little, then handed it back respectfully.
"Thank you, ever so much... how can I repay you?"
"What's your name?" Tani asked. The woman nodded slowly, turning to look toward them. She glanced at Slaten first, then at Melal, and he saw her smile widen.
"Well, this is quite a group you have... my name is Veron. Who might you be?"
Her voice didn't sound so hoarse anymore, but when Melal tried to answer he found that his throat was dry. "I'm, uh, Melal."
"Well, Melal... is there anything stronger to drink?"
"I..." All he had was the stupid gourd of water and Melal cursed himself for it. Before he could grab one of their gourds of beer, Napenel moved first, extending one to her. To Melal's surprise, Veron didn't smile in response, just grabbed the gourd and swayed closer to the wagon. Apparently she wasn't interested in Napenel.
"What do you have here? Looks like some standard rations... surely you have something more interesting?"
Pendaneyo smiled foolishly and started to answer. "We're hunting f-" Melal punched him in the shoulder. This woman might be stunningly attractive, but that didn't mean she could just look through their possessions. She was rummaging through the items in the main cart now, while working the cork out of the gourd with her teeth. Napenel and Pendaneyo still drooled over her, but Melal was getting tired of her presumptuousness.
"Alright, that's enough," Melal said firmly. "What are you doing?"
"Looking through your stuff, obviously. You're on a long trip, surely you have some money? If it's with the ones who left, that'll be a real pain in the ass."
Anger rising, Melal moved to loom over her, throwing his weight around. "See here, you can't j-"
There was a sword at his throat.
It was only after feeling the cold edge that Melal realized the sword was being held by the woman. She wasn't even looking at him, just extending her arm to place the sword along his neck. While he stood frozen, she sniffed at the contents of the gourd, then took a swig.
"Well, this might as well be piss. Got anything better?" Veron waved the gourd in the air as she turned to look at the others. There was no warmth or gratitude on her face now, just a lopsided smile. He realized that her leather outfit was really rather like armor, and noticed for the first time a nasty-looking scar along her neck.
Wait, where had she gotten the sword? Melal realized a moment later that it was his sword. How had she pulled it out of his sheath and gotten it to his neck so fast? He knew some warriors were faster than him, but being that fast shouldn't be possible.
"Okay, fuck the alcohol. Just take out whatever money you're carrying and set it in the wagon."
Pendaneyo stared at her in shock. "You... are you robbing us?"
Veron smirked at him. "Nah, this is just a weird bunch of coincidences. I just happened to wander into your camp, and in a bit I'll wander out again. Along the way I might happen to pick up a few things. But hey, we'll all be better off in the end, right?"
Melal backed away from the sword, clenching his fists. "How will we be better off if you steal from us?"
"That's a good point." Veron took another long drink from the gourd, then tossed it onto the ground behind her. "Thing is, I don't really give a fuck about you. So everybody's happy as far as I'm concerned."
"This isn't right," Tani said loudly. Melal stared at her, incredulous. Was she really going to try to convince this bandit? Veron turned toward Tani with a lazy grin, opened her mouth-
At that moment Slaten swept past Melal, blade thrusting at the bandit's back.
Though the attack came from behind, Veron somehow spun to the side to evade his thrust and turn toward him. Slaten hurriedly switched to a slash, yet Veron easily dodged out of the way. Suddenly she was inside his range, her elbow slamming into his chest.
It happened almost faster than Melal could follow, but somehow Slaten was falling back, bouncing off the ground. Yet he hadn't even tumbled to a halt before Tani hurled a pair of knives at the woman.
Two flashing sword strikes and both knives spun aside. Veron straightened and shifted her gaze between Slaten and Tani. She still had that cocky grin, yet it seemed to make both of them freeze in their attempts to attack again.
Only then did Melal realize that he'd stood by and done nothing. Speed had never been his strength, yet he thought he wasn't slow. Yet he hadn't been able to react like Slaten or Tani, and Veron had been much faster than both.
She spotted him staring and patted him on the cheek with the side of his own sword. "Smart boy. Well, not smart, but whatever." Abandoning the pretense, Veron easily jumped up into the wagon, keeping the sword at ready while tearing through their supplies with her other hand. "Normally I'd just kill you, but thanks to a certain someone I'm not doing that anymore. So there's two ways this can go."
Veron found a small flask and stopped talking to examine it. She unplugged it with one hand, took a swig, then absentmindedly put it somewhere inside her tattered cloak.
"I can take your stuff and go. Or I can beat you all within an inch of your life, then take your stuff and go. At some point somebody might shit themselves, but that's up to you." She waved his sword around idly, pointing at all of them. "Well? Anybody got opinions?"
Fuming, Melal stood in furious silence while the bandit woman looted their wagon. She found the money in the false bottom almost right away. He wanted to attack her while her back was turned, but had just seen how little good that would do.
The simple fact was that she was far better trained than them. Especially since their group was the least experienced... Melal realized that fact and began to smile. She'd attacked them while all the others were gone - probably because she was afraid! As he realized how her plan required staying away from the whole group, Melal regained a bit of confidence. They didn't need to beat her, just find Bardel and the others.
"Hey." Melal spoke in a whisper to Napenel and Pendaneyo. They flinched, but looked at him. "We need to get Bardel. Let's run for it."
"But... she'll see..." Napenel shivered like a coward. "She'll catch us..."
"She can't get us all. If we split up and yell, we'll get their attention before she can stop us." The cowards required more convincing than that, but eventually agreed. After all, Veron was nearly done taking what she wanted, and there was no guarantee she'd actually leave them alive after.
Slaten and Tani weren't even trying to fight anymore, instead moving together and watching uselessly. Their movement did draw Veron's attention, which was the best chance they'd get. Melal jerked his hand out in the signal and sprinted away, running with everything he had.
To his surprise, Napenel was almost as fast as he was, and Pendaneyo was even faster. They rushed over the grasses toward where the hunters had gone, Napenel already screaming himself hoarse. Idiot. Melal instead looked over his shoulder to see how close Veron was.
Except she was still standing on the wagon, watching them and scratching her ass. Even before Melal understood, a sense of horror began to well up in him...
When he looked forward, a man emerged in front of them. Short hair that was a Nol mix of blond and black, average height, grass-camouflaged leather armor. Not carrying a weapon, but he stood directly in their path. They tried to scatter, get around him. Napenel tripped as he dodged, falling beside the man, while Pendaneyo crashed into him shield-first.
Good, that would slow him down long enough for Melal to dodge around... except the man caught Pendaneyo's shield in a flowing movement, somehow neutralizing all his momentum. It was a gentle technique, skill over strength, stopping Pendaneyo without harming him.
Then the man ripped off Pendaneyo's arm.
Napenel screamed first, a cry of horror as the blood rained down over him. Pendaneyo cried out in pain next, but the man reached out and touched his neck. Gently, but the sound stopped. Only when the scream stopped did Melal realize that he had been shouting himself.
The man fixed Napenel with an expression of disdain and took a step toward him. Melal knew that he should do something, but his body was frozen. It shouldn't have been possible, to just rip off an arm like that. He had felt the internal strength in the movement, some power that he didn't understand. The impact of it still trembled through his body.
At that point Veron appeared beside them, finishing a drink and then wiping off her mouth with a sleeve. "You've ruined a lot of perfectly good intimidation. Hope you're happy."
"Were you going to just let them call the others?" the man asked.
"Why not? You know when he gets back, nobody will give a flying fuck."
They kept talking, but their words slipped out of Melal's mind. He felt a grim certainty that if he had been running first, he would have struck the man and been killed in exactly the same way. If he'd been a little faster... no, the slightest change in position, or just different ground while running - a little random luck and he would be the corpse.
It couldn't be. He was alive while Pendaneyo's corpse spilled blood onto the grass, and it couldn't be because of dumb luck. Melal crumpled to the ground, telling himself over and over that life and death couldn't be just random.
He had lived for a reason. There had to be one.
~ ~ ~
Though they'd considered running when Veron left, when Tani saw how fast she followed her partner, she reconsidered. Furthermore, Slaten had pointed out that her partner was unlikely to have been hiding at that specific point, instead moving around their group to intercept whoever fled. It was clear that these two thieves were quite skilled.
And so instead they sat and waited until the two returned. Tani had retrieved her two knives, since doing nothing made her uncomfortable. Yet even after a while sitting beside Eraes, she couldn't think of a reasonable path out of this.
Was it foolish to hope that they would live? Veron had explicitly said that she wasn't interested in killing them, but with the new man's appearance, Tani was worried. Why would two such powerful warriors be mere thieves? She was certain there was something more going on, but couldn't begin to come up with a plausible explanation.
"Alright, just... stay around here, I guess." Veron gestured vaguely at one of the wagons. "Don't try anything fancy, unless you think having fewer arms is fancy. If you do, knock yourself out. Actually, anybody who wants to knock themselves out, go right ahead. It'll make my job easier."
Meanwhile, her partner approached with the two Coran men, a hand on the shoulder of each. They walked strangely stiffly, then when the man pushed them down, they both fell. Melal got into a squatting position and just scowled at their captors, while the younger man collapsed to his knees. A low whimpering sound escaped his lips and he started to rock back and forth, gripping himself tightly.
It must be seinshock. Tani had always been a little skeptical of the concept, but now, looking into the empty eyes of a boy she didn't even know...
Violence was one thing, but violence caused so directly by sein... especially like that. The male thief hadn't used brute strength, instead letting his sein flow outside of himself and ripping apart his opponent's flesh from within. That sein was his life, his experience, everything he was - and it had violated another person's sein and destroyed them. It had horrified her from so far away, so to see it up close...
Tani wasn't brave enough to comfort the whimpering Coran boy. She tried to tell herself that it wasn't her place, since they'd barely even spoken. But she did move to crouch down beside Melal, put a hand on his shoulder.
"Are you okay?"
"No." He jerked his shoulder out of her grip. "I'm not hurt, but nothing's okay when those two could kill us at any time."
With that, he turned away and stared at the dirt, sulking. Tani regretted her judgment a moment later, since he had seen the violent act from up close as well. He needed to deal with that still, and she doubted that she could help. Besides, he did have a point about their main problem.
Veron and her partner were going through the other wagons, speaking to one another in low voices. Even though Tani strained her ears, she couldn't quite make out what they were saying. She wished that she had spent more time training sensory arts, though of course she could say that about many skills. From the tone of their voices it sounded like bickering, but she couldn't tell about the content.
Based on what they were taking first, they did seem like normal thieves. Yet after an argument, they emptied out the sleeping wagon and began dumping what they stole into it. Did they intend to take the entire wagon? Thieves taking aurochs and riding off slowly didn't seem like a good strategy.
Now that her heart wasn't in her throat, Tani took the chance to get a better look at the man. Slaten had said that he was from Nol or Tur-Nol, which weren't familiar to her. She had seen some in Bundlin, but they'd usually worn broad, flat hats and partially covered their faces with cloth. The thief wore only light armor and looked mostly Coran to her. His hair was unusual, the shorter hairs on the sides of his head dark and the longer hairs blond.
He had an ordinary enough face, covered in dark stubble but unremarkable. Though he moved with the grace of a warrior, she wouldn't have found him particularly striking if she hadn't seen what he'd done.
Except then he started walking toward her, and her heart began hammering in her chest again. There was cruelty in his eyes and a vile lust he didn't try to hide as he walked closer, his gaze moving over her. It did stop on her knives as well as the expected places, however. Tani carefully slipped two knives into her left hand.
"Relax, I'm not interested in fighting you." The man kept approaching and Tani wondered if she should attack. It seemed futile, but her only point of advantage would be while he was at a distance. "You can make all this a lot easier for yourself, you know."
"Efeinas..." Veron drawled from the wagon, glancing over her shoulder at him. "Do we really have the time for that? And you know he's not going to like it."
"He won't like it, but will he do anything?" At least the thief - Efeinas - stopped to turn and look at Veron. "Didn't do anything with that peasant girl. Hell, I thought he was going to 'put her out of her misery' himself. He doesn't give a shit unless Deathspawn are around."
The way Efeinas spoke about the peasant girl made Tani's stomach turn. There was no doubt what he had done, and the way he spoke about it so casually sent currents of both fear and anger through her. A thief might lack honor, but a rapist...
Tani drew her sickle knife and aimed it at him. "Don't approach me with friendly words. I know what you are, and I would slit my own throat first."
He looked at her with an expression of mild amusement. Then without warning he rushed at her, two fingers stabbing into her shoulder. There was a brief moment of pain, then numbness began to spread from the point he struck. Tani struggled to hang on to her sickle knife, but it slipped from her fingers.
"Fine, I won't touch you." Efeinas bent closer, hissing into her ear. "But if you keep looking at me with those eyes, I will tear you limb from limb."
Then he swept away from her, as fast as he'd come. Tani slumped back against the side of the wagon, clutching her shoulder. What had he done? Her arm felt heavy and lifeless, and when she tried to extend her sein it swirled uselessly around her shoulder. Gritting her teeth, Tani focused, struggling to push through the numbness.
Meanwhile, Efeinas was approaching Eraes. She jumped into the wagon, backing away with her eyes on him, and he chuckled. "Well, a Teralanthan woman. Not too many of you in the Chorhan Expanse, but I met a few in Nol Keranaln. Traditional beauty and fire, nice combination. Now, I want to see that fire, but if you want to avoid pain, I suggest y-"
"Don't bother the girl, Efeinas."
A confident, male voice. Tani whirled to see who it was, feeling a sense of relief that quickly crumbled.
It was him. The Hero. He was no longer silhouetted by the sun, yet his appearance remained blinding. That pure white tunic, and those eyes... his irises were as white as clouds and equally vast. When she saw him the world itself became brighter. Tani struggled to focus, squinting against the light that began to fill her.
"And I saw the boy in the grass... what did I tell you about ripping off arms, Efeinas?" The man's voice was so resonant, she wanted to believe whatever he said. He spoke Coran, yet she heard the words almost as if they were Nelhae spoken by a wise old master... "We need to be better than that. Transcend your past and take your role in the greater order."
"You're right, you're right." Efeinas nodded agreement quickly. Though Tani heard insincerity in his tone, it wasn't outright mockery. He seemed to have a difficult time taking his eyes off the Hero as well.
"Veron." The Hero turned to her with a smile. "I see you've reclaimed the useful items from the Deathspawn. And you didn't kill anyone."
She nodded, dropping her gaze and toying with the cap of her flask. "They have more than enough supplies to take us all the way to the outpost. And you wanted strong kids, right? Most of these have potential."
"Very good. I will speak with them to learn if they cannot see the way forward."
His gaze was paralyzing. Tani felt a surge of emotions from deep within her, hope and pride and terrible bright things she could not name. Those white eyes made her feel as though everything could be simple, as though this man could make everything else melt away.
"You're injured, child, but you will heal. Please lay aside past conflicts. All of us must fight together if we wish to defeat the enemy."
Somehow she found herself nodding in agreement. As the Hero turned away, Tani struggled to understand her own movements. It wasn't as though her head had moved on its own. At that moment, she had wanted to agree with him. No, there hadn't been any other option available, of course she would have agreed with him.
All negative emotions had faded and Tani struggled to regain them, to think clearly about what had just happened. Efeinas had gone to stand beside Veron and didn't seem likely to make a move on her or Eraes. Yet she remembered what he had done and could find some of the revulsion still within her. It was hard to think about what was happening, but she struggled to remember.
Her shoulder was still numb. Tani focused on that, letting her sein flow against the numb space. Slowly but surely, she could feel it trickling into her arm. Whatever technique he had used, it could be overcome, she just needed more time.
While she clung to that, she dimly saw the Hero approach the two Coran men. He lifted the younger man to his feet by his shoulders and brushed a bit of dust from his tunic.
"Good lad. You don't need to be afraid, we can fight together."
The simple words seemed to restore him, all trace of seinshock gone. Meanwhile, Melal had gotten to his feet on his own, squared his shoulders, and tried to look brave. Seeing him, the Hero gave a fond chuckle and clapped him on the shoulder.
"You have a brave heart, young man. I think we could become friends."
He was moving on, but Tani had to look away. Though her eyes wanted to follow him, she felt as though she was blinding herself by staring into the sun. She gripped her shoulder tighter and tried to focus on the memories. This man had killed Ghakin and Kanifor, struck them down like it meant nothing.
Tani dug her fingers into her skin until she felt pain through the numbness, then closed her eyes and tried to ignore the sun beating down on her.
~ ~ ~
It wasn't him.
When the Hero turned toward him, Slaten had been overcome by a mix of hope and horror. Against his will he had risen to his feet to meet the man. Extended a hand and was surprised when it was clasped firmly in the Oken style. The Hero's grip spoke of strength and confidence.
But it wasn't him. Before, the sun had been so bright and the violence so sudden, Slaten hadn't been sure. This time he could look directly into the man's face. He had the same pure white eyes, but his features were different from the smiling Hero who had slaughtered everyone. Slaten's mind was too numb to understand what that meant.
Though he had greeted all the others immediately, the Hero didn't say anything to him, even after they clasped wrists and stared at each other for a long moment. Eventually the man gave him a gruff nod and let go of his hand.
"Work hard and you might make something of yourself, kid."
With that, he left. Slaten felt lighter than he had before, yet his head ached. When he tried to look away, the grasses below seemed to spin and the clouds swelled like a wall bearing down on him. It was so much worse than it had been with the Rhen, or even during the rumors in town.
Yet it was a different man. Then the previous one couldn't have been the Hero - of course there could only be one. That fact seemed so obvious that he could barely even remember the pure smile and the gleaming sword untouched by blood.
Slaten raised his arm to his teeth and bit down until he tasted blood. The harsh taste helped him think a little clearer.
But he still couldn't see a way through the light.




Chapter 13

-
"Please, do not do this. Though we have lost a precious part of our next generation, we cannot allow our grief to drive us to suicidal anger. This Deathspawn commander would allow us to surrender in name only and go about our way of life. He even contracted a Nelee girl to return our texts to us. Will you send your people through burning rain for a few bright promises?"
- excerpt from a letter written by a Yevee master
-
Their party gathered before the mound of stones, ragged but overflowing with new purpose. Everywhere Melal turned, he saw eyes filled with the same light. Even the dourest of his companions were inspired by the man who stood before them. The Hero stood atop one of the boulders, finishing his sweeping words and moving to practical matters.
"During the rains, the Deathspawn fell upon a group of our allies. Many were brutally killed, but more were captured." The Hero abruptly swung an arm to point out over the horizon. "And they are being held in the outpost of Keval!
"The outpost is poorly defended, but remote. We need to not only take it back from the Deathspawn, but to feed all those we can rescue. Now, thanks to the acquisition of supplies, we can make the journey. In one stroke, we can increase our forces and strike down a bastion of Deathspawn oppression! Tonight, we rest. Tomorrow, we march to battle!"
When the Hero raised his sword into the sky, Melal couldn't help but pump a fist into the air. His shouts joined those of all the others around him. While they were cheering, he could believe that all of them would come together as the Hero's Army.
It was a scattered group, even he had to admit. As they left the wagons, they had met up with other small groups. Mostly men and a few women, Coran except for one group of Rhen. All were trained in internal strength and seemed tough to Melal, though Veron and Efeinas were clearly far above the rest. At the back of the army walked their little group: Melal, Napenel, Tani, Eraes, and Slaten.
They had stayed somewhat together simply because they knew each other, but now Melal found himself being herded toward them by Veron. Soon he was standing with the others, and to his surprise, the Hero came to address them directly.
"Our cause requires every hand that can hold a weapon." The Hero spoke more softly now, just to them, but his voice resonated as it always did. "The five of you have begun your training, but you have a long path to walk. It will be eleven days until we reach Keval. In that time, all of you need to train as hard as you can - Veron, you will guide their training."
"Wait, what the fuck?" Veron had been about to take a drink and now lowered her flask. "Why me?"
"They require a strong hand, and Efeinas is not suited for teaching. Besides, I believe your Coran arts would be of more use to them in such a short time than anything else they could be taught."
Veron looked liked she wanted to say something else, then swallowed it. She bowed slightly to the Hero. "I'll do what I can."
"I know you will." With that he turned away, tunic shining in the sun. Melal wanted to watch him go, but felt equally driven by this new purpose. As they followed Veron away from their camp, he thought of what was to come.
Proud as he was of his strength, Melal knew that he needed more. The idea of fighting alongside the Hero, of being able to help him in even the smallest way... he'd do anything to reach that point one day! It pained him to say that Veron was much stronger than him, so he'd learn what he could from her.
And training with the bandit woman wouldn't be bad either. Now that she was no longer against them, Melal had been spending plenty of time watching her. She'd stayed in the same armor the entire time and didn't seem to sweat no matter how hot it was, but he'd give an arm to see that body covered in sweat underneath him...
Veron looked over all of them and Melal thought her gaze lingered on Eraes and Napenel. They did have the least training, so she could do the least with them. Melal resolved to set himself apart from the others, to get her respect and maybe more.
"I need more booze." Veron pulled a jug off her belt, tipped her head back, and drank. After swallowing a surprising amount, she finally took a breath, wiped off her mouth, and looked at them. "Alright, kids. I've never done this before, so... hit each other, or something? That's training."
Though Melal would have been happy to throw himself into wrestling, especially because it played to his strengths, Tani stepped forward and spoke clearly. "Master Veron... if we will be going into battle in a few days, please, we need more help than that."
"None of that 'Master' shit. What do you want?"
"For example, your speed is quite impressive. If you could teach the arts by whi-"
"You don't got the sein for it." Veron took another drink, swirled it around in her mouth, then spat it out. "Honestly, what are you going to learn in eleven days? Hell, best I can do is teach you not to run around like cockatrices with their tails cut off."
Melal cleared his throat. "Can't you help teach us the basics? Not strength, just how to fight."
"Huh. Yeah, maybe I can keep you from acting like idiots. Thing is, a lot of it comes down to experience. I mean, any idiot can see that one of those big Catai isn't going to go down to a tiny little knife. But you need to look deeper to see that some short man with a lot of scars might be just as tough. And you can get a sense if someone's fast based on how they move, but they can hide that, ya know? First step is always to know what the hell you're dealing with."
After rambling for a while longer, Veron seemed to lose interest. She crooked a finger in his direction and Melal's heart leapt before he realized she was pointing at Napenel.
"You, come over here. Might as well show you directly."
Napenel moved to stand across from her somewhat stiffly. Veron hooked her jug back on her belt and looked at him.
"What do you know, kid? You've trained some, right? Got any tricks?"
"I..." Napenel had been staring blankly and only then started to focus on her. "I've learned the Flashing Kick of Eastern Corah."
"That'll do. Kick me. Try, I mean."
Napenel shifted his weight onto one foot, carefully gathering his sein. The technique was unpracticed, but clearly strong.
Before he could get into kicking position, Veron poked him in the chest with her sword sheath. He grunted and staggered back, wincing. Veron turned to the others.
"That's my biggest piece of advice for all of you: don't get wrapped up in the fancy shit. Maybe your granddaddy can split boulders with his Glorious Toes of Thunder or whatever. You ain't him. Combat is not the time to try out your flashy new skills. Stick to something solid that will make 'em hurt. Don't spin around like a fucking top unless you're damn sure it will work."
Melal glanced at the others and saw that they were starting to take her seriously as well. He wanted to ask a question, but Slaten spoke up first. "Doesn't always going for a direct blow make you predictable?"
"The way I figure, if your opponent is good enough to do any predicting, you've already got yourself a serious fight. And I said don't waste time, not that you have to go lunging for a deathblow every chance you get. Lots of so-so fighters will focus on defending their heart and head, which actually leaves them vulnerable. Attack for the chest, keep it up, then when they slow down... kick 'em in the crotch."
"What if it's a woman?" Eraes asked.
Veron considered that for a long moment, taking another drink from her jug before answering. "Kick 'em in the crotch. Nobody likes getting kicked in the crotch."
It sounded like good advice, though Melal was starting to wonder if she was really telling them anything they didn't already know. Obviously you didn't waste time. The reason she had beaten them before was that she was too fast and strong, not because of any strategy. But he held his tongue and listened. Didn't have a chance of getting Veron interested in him if he didn't look like he took her seriously.
"Alright, that's enough talking." Veron cracked her neck in both directions. "Now let's hit each other."
~ ~ ~
Though they were sore when they gathered to eat at the end of the night, the training had gone better than Tani had hoped. Veron could certainly never have passed as a master in any tribe, but she knew what she was doing. There was much Tani could learn from someone who had more experience fighting than training, so she tried to absorb as much as possible.
Once the work ended, the air felt different. It had grown colder and her sweat chilled her underneath her clothes. There was a single smokey fire that didn't provide much warmth, and their group was at the edge anyway. They'd been given nothing but Coran bread, but given how hard they'd worked, everyone ate without complaining.
Worst of all was the haze in her mind. It still hadn't cleared, but when Tani sat down next to Slaten and Eraes, it seemed like something changed. Eraes wasn't filled with hope like some of the others, her eyes had a cynical cast. And Slaten's flat stare was the opposite of optimism.
They made room for her, but said nothing. Eventually Tani decided that she would need to be the first one to speak. "Exactly what is happening here?"
"We're fighting a glorious battle with the Hero." Eraes smirked bitterly, then rubbed her back. "I'm going to have bruises everywhere. It's not fair putting me up against trained fighters like that..."
"But..." Tani wanted to say that none of this made any sense. Everything seemed so clear and logical when the Hero was speaking, but it didn't make sense for them to forget their assignment. Kolanin had given them a meaningful task they shouldn't abandon just because he was a Deathspawn.
Yet she struggled to say any of that. Just thinking about it made her a little dizzy, and trying to speak about it seemed impossible. Would they judge her for doubting? Tani tried to tell herself that they wouldn't, she knew them well enough for that. In the end she said nothing.
"The plan doesn't make sense." Slaten spoke slowly, staring away from them. "If the Hero wanted more people to fight for him, why didn't he approach Bardel and the others? They have more to offer than we do."
"That's right!" Tani eagerly spoke after he broke the silence. "And Veron didn't act like she was going to recruit us at all, at first. If things had gone differently, she probably would have just taken our supplies."
Slaten nodded back, something unspoken passing between them. They couldn't speak about what was on their minds, but this was as close as they could get. After an uncomfortable pause, Eraes spoke slowly.
"The main part of the plan does at least make a little sense. I asked Efeinas about th-"
Tani cast her a glance and Eraes shrugged.
"He's a bastard at the best of times, but he's under control right now and he knows what's going on. You think I'm going to ask the Hero about details?" That sat with them for a while, then Eraes continued. "Anyway, he told me about Keval and it sounds like a good target. Not defended enough, and even if they've tortured or killed captives, there are probably more who can be recovered. The Deathspawn are pretty stupid to hold prisoners there, to be honest, but they might be assuming the remoteness of the outpost would be defense enough."
"Then..." Tani swallowed. "We do have to stick with them. Go to Keval, fight the Deathspawn, rescue these allies."
"Do we have any choice about anything? If the... if Veron or Efeinas ask us to dance a stupid dance, what are we going to do about it? They're a lot stronger than you, much less me."
They all acknowledged that in silence. That, at least, Tani could accept without any confusion. The kind of power they were facing, they didn't have much of a choice. Better that they were being asked to fight in this battle than having that power used against them in worse ways.
Since it was hard to talk about that subject and there wasn't much more to say, the conversation drifted onward. Eraes said they'd lost the Yenith board and regretted it. Slaten had many thoughts about their training. Eraes was trying too hard to be cheerful and Slaten seemed to be carrying something inside him that he refused to show, but it was better than nothing. As the conversation passed, Tani even managed to enjoy herself.
But soon, it was too late for that. They needed sleep, because tomorrow would be another day of travel followed by more training. And then... well, it was easier to just focus on tomorrow.




Chapter 14

-
"Well it is known: the arts of the Nelee allow a warrior to strike as swiftly as the wind, the arts of the Yevee grant a warrior the unending strength of the wind, and the arts of the Kelfaa cause a warrior to create a loud and fragrant wind."
- old Nelee joke
-
On the last night of their journey, they stopped training so that everyone could rest. While Slaten felt like he'd learned some things sparring under the eye of a strong warrior, that wouldn't do him any good if he arrived bruised and sleep-deprived. Instead of training, they'd spent the night meditating so that they would be at their best for the attack on Keval.
At least, he thought that was Veron's rationale. She also seemed like she really wanted an excuse to get out of teaching.
It was unclear how long they'd travel until they arrived. They'd been walking half the day so far and there was no sign of the outpost, but allegedly it was a small one. The Hero had disappeared without explanation at some point and the other warriors seemed not to question it, simply continuing forward.
Slaten spotted a structure of some kind ahead and wondered if it might be their target. He shielded his eyes from the sun to try to look better and still couldn't tell. Eraes was walking closest to him, head down, so he turned to her.
"Could that be Keval?"
"Probably not. It would be too soon." She looked as well, then shook her head. "Doesn't look like it. I lose a bit of my sense of direction out here since almost everything looks the same, but I can usually track our distance fairly well. We have an hour or two yet."
"Hmm." Slaten didn't say anything and kept walking. He realized slowly that Eraes was nervous - that made sense, given that she was going to be thrown into a battle. Though he was terrible at helping with that sort of thing, he did have a question he'd been meaning to ask. "Can you actually see that far ahead clearly?"
"Oh, sure. It's a ruin of some kind, looks pretty old."
"How? Unless your eyes are simply unusually good, you must have trained in some technique."
"Definitely. I may not be trained in combat," Eraes rubbed her lower back as she'd been doing since the training began, "but being a tactician involves training as well. Seeing the battlefield is useful, and of course I've trained to see sein as well."
Slaten looked at her in surprise. "You can see sein directly? I've always heard that vision is one of the most difficult senses to grasp."
"It is, but in Teralanth there are specialized techniques for it. Vision is the only sense I have, but it's the most useful for a tactician."
"Hmm." Slaten began circulating sein within himself. "How does it look? Do you see what I'm doing now?"
"You're not glowing like a lantern or anything. It's hard to describe, less like a light than like... more like being able to see a new color. So I see your sein moving, but I couldn't draw what I see." Eraes paused a while, then pointed out toward the horizon, where the heat rose in shimmering waves. "But when someone is truly strong, it looks like heat waves."
That raised new questions, and the conversation carried them until they got closer to the ruins. Slaten had expected an abandoned Coran hut and was surprised to find the crumbled walls had been made of stone. It looked like there had once been something quite large, perhaps even a tower. Now it was only a few walls and a bit of rubble, almost invisible in the side of a small hill.
Since their group didn't move very quickly, Slaten headed to look over the ruin more carefully. The walls appeared ordinary enough, if ancient, but on the inside he found a large portion of intact wall covered by a carving. The outer walls were rough bricks, but this carving appeared to be from a single piece of stone. Though time had heavily worn the surface, he could make out the carving of some kind of wheel, symbols like no language he knew written around it.
"Huh. I didn't know you had those there." Eraes sat behind him, taking the moment to rest against the wall. Slaten returned to looking at the wheel, fascinated though it meant nothing to him.
"I've seen another ruin closer to home," Slaten said, "though not one with a carving like this. An elder said that the ruins in the Chorhan Expanse usually get worn down by the wind and rain."
"Huh."
Slaten kept looking for a while, but the carving gave up no secrets. He admired how perfectly it had been etched, straight from the solid piece of stone. Could any group in the Chorhan Expanse shape stone like this? Allegedly they had impressive stone carvings in South Corah, but he'd never seen them.
Only as he was turning away did he reflect on what Eraes had said. "You suggested that you've seen ruins like these before?"
"Definitely." Eraes rose as he started to leave. "I'm not a scholar, but it's something that scholars care about. You find ruins all over the world - some of them recent, of course, but many of them ancient. Teralanth has eight hundred years of trustworthy records, and there are ruins that aren't explained by any of them."
When they emerged, to Slaten's surprise the others hadn't moved past them. Instead, they were milling around near the ruins, some arguing and others just waiting. They glanced at each other and moved toward Veron and Efeinas, but the two seemed to have finished just as they arrived. Veron waved her jug at them lazily.
"The Hero isn't here, but we're gonna attack anyway. He said to march and attack, so that's what we'll do. What could go wrong, right?"
Since it seemed the argument was already over, there wasn't much they could do. The group got moving again slowly, now changing their angle toward their final destination. Slaten saw Tani at one edge of the group and Melal talking to Veron in the center, but they were far away and Eraes was still beside him.
"Have any of the other ruins been translated?" he asked.
She shook her head. "None. Well, there was one scholar who was convinced he understood and published a bunch of translations, but from what I understand he was probably a fraud. These buildings are old, much older than anything else we have. It's a miracle that any have survived."
It reminded him of the ancient stones on the Chorhan Expanse, survivors from a time long past. Especially the rare dark stones that seemed even older, but he struggled to put any of that into words that Eraes would understand. Better to go with something easier. "I wonder who left them."
"More than one group, I've read. The writing and the styles of the buildings are very different. Probably just the remnants of old civilizations - and apparently you had them on Breilin too. Doesn't mean anything."
"Maybe. There's a story that the first humans to climb from the mud wanted to escape the place from which they came, so they built towers as high as they could. When those collapsed, the humans that followed them built grand houses of stone. And when those fell, we were left with the buildings of today."
"That's an Oken legend, huh? Do you believe it?"
"I believe that it's a story."
Eraes laughed at that, though he hadn't meant anything clever by it. She waved a hand back toward the ruins, still chuckling. "Since we don't know the truth, that's as good an answer as any. For all we know, the world really does sit on the back of an adaman. Or made out of a giant's body, or a gemstone torn out of the sun."
"It's possible."
That got a sharp look from Eraes. "Do you truly mean that?"
"I'm... not saying I believe those stories are likely. But I don't know where the world came from, so I don't have any answers. And over my life I've been surprised many times. I heard a lot of things about Corans before I met them, and only some were true."
"You'd get along with some scholars I know. That way of thinking isn't for me, but it has its merits." Eraes walked in silence for a while, then smiled at him. "Before I was sent to Breilin, I really did think it was a bunch of savages living in mud huts. I'd still rather go home, but it hasn't turned out so bad here."
"Many things aren't as bad as they seem," Slaten agreed. "We all heard about the Deathspawn... the mansthein..."
His words trailed off into the unspoken and the unspeakable. The sun shone bright in his eyes and for a moment the world didn't make any sense. It was like he had been walking forever with no purpose, just wandering into endless grasslands.
But he did have a purpose. They were going to attack the outpost of Keval and kill all the Deathspawn inside.
That thought kept them silent until the outpost came into view. As had been suggested, it was nothing special. The wooden walls looked rough and pathetically small compared to the walls of Bundlin. A stone building was visible over the top of them, a square structure that was probably the original outpost where the prisoners would be found.
But as they drew closer, Slaten saw that Keval wasn't so poorly defended. Through the gate he could see wooden boards set up in defensive formations. No doubt there would be Deathspawn with spears behind them, and archers further back. While he could run up or jump over the defensive boards, with so many nearby that would be making himself a target. Perhaps a Catai could charge in, but a group like theirs would face heavy losses.
Was there any way to take the outpost without so many deaths? The area around it was mostly desolate, so though he currently didn't see any defenders, that would change by the time they arrived. Slaten couldn't think of a solution, then realized he had Eraes beside him.
"How would you handle this, as a tactician?"
She was looking at the outpost thoughtfully, chewing on her thumb. "I'm not sure. This is where a Bastion would come in handy, but we don't have one. Siege equipment could knock it all down, of course, but that's obviously not an option. Given that they're probably trained, it's likely to be bloody..."
A low sound rumbled around them, almost like thunder. Slaten frowned and looked for the source, immediately focusing on a growing dust cloud. Beneath it surged a strange mass, like an animal twisting over the grasses. But it wasn't one animal, it was an entire herd of duusha. Charging straight toward them.
He stared at the wall of horn and muscle as the duusha thundered in their direction. From what he knew of the beasts, they rarely formed stampedes like this. Then why...?
His answer came a moment later as he saw the Hero running alongside the herd. Before the duusha moved too close to their group, he let out a whoop. The duusha nearest him jerked away in terror and the others followed, flowing like a living stream.
Directly toward the outpost.
The beasts shifted to the side at the last moment, but the stampede still smashed through half of the wooden fortifications. Some of the defenders scattered and many were trampled under the sharp hooves. When Slaten looked back, the line of the herd seemed to extend to the horizon, all of it charging madly and only now beginning to scatter. Soon they would be everywhere, chaos consuming the outpost entirely.
"Now is our moment!" The Hero rushed past them, his sword drawn. "Seize the outpost while I draw them away!"
The stampede seemed to have done that job well enough... but then Slaten saw a Deathspawn Catai emerge on the roof. He was as massive as any Slaten had seen and carried an iron cudgel over one shoulder. After staring down at the charging animals and their forces contemptuously, he vaulted over the side of the roof, directly into the stampede.
As he landed he let out a shout, and to Slaten's surprise the duusha veered away from him. Though they were still charging in a frenzy, the herd parted before him, leaving an empty space within the mass of frenzied animals. The Catai began to walk forward, parting the stampede with his presence alone.
With a loud wordless battlecry, the Hero charged out to face him. The animals all flinched away from him as he ran to meet the enemy in combat. Soon the two of them faced off in an oval of trampled grass, walls of charging beasts surrounding them as the stampede continued. The two warriors didn't even seem to notice, entirely focused on their opponent.
"Slaten..." He returned to himself sharply to find that Tani stood beside them. There was no time to watch that fight, they needed to get into the outpost. Especially now that the scattering duusha were throwing everything into greater chaos.
Eraes shook her head and backed away. "This was insane before... it's suicide now. I'm staying back - you two go and help."
They nodded to her, then they were off. Though he'd had less time to run with Tani recently due to being watched at all times, they'd sparred together enough that they easily matched paces. Many of the Coran warriors were running with them, shouting and hollering, though the sounds were lost in the constant rumble of hooves on the earth.
As they drew closer, Slaten saw that many of the defenders had retreated to a tight knot against one wall of the stone part of the outpost. Some of the others who had gone first were already crashing into them, forming a bloody melee. He spotted Melal crying out and throwing himself into combat, surviving only because he had so many warriors alongside him.
"Let's not waste time there." Efeinas appeared beside them, matching their pace without any apparent trouble. Though Slaten did not trust the man, he seemed focused at the moment. "If you have more than brute force, follow me around the side. We'll break in and free the prisoners in time to join the fight."
That seemed like a reasonable plan and he didn't have much ability to refuse. The three of them avoided the main battle and found another door into the stone building. A Deathspawn guard saw them rushing in and began fumbling with a key, but it was too late.
Efeinas swept forward and seemed to lightly push him to the side. The Deathspawn slumped to the wall without any great force, yet coughed up a bloody spray before collapsing.
Suddenly they were inside, nearly blinded as the bright grasslands outside gave way to a poorly lit corridor. The building was as small as it looked from the outside, just a squat corridor of cells on the ground level and rough stairs to the second floor.
His view of the building was interrupted when a Deathspawn came down those stairs. Efeinas hit first, crushing the enemy's windpipe with a deceptively gentle touch. But there were several more coming, hastily raising arms. One was struck by a knife from Tani and tumbled to the side, clutching it, while one more got past them.
Slaten struck, a low slash aiming to take out his opponent's leg. The Deathspawn moved too quickly, deflecting the slash and striking back. Backing away, Slaten dodged another blow and parried the next, letting his mind catch up to his body and focus.
Then he lunged with the thrust that he'd practiced so much. His opponent tried to deflect it, but too late: the power of the blow plunged through his chest and out the other side. Though the Deathspawn grimaced and tried to swing at Slaten again, he was losing a lot of blood. Slaten pulled the sword out and kicked his opponent over.
The rest of the battle had ended. Tani was moving to collect her knives from a fallen Deathspawn, while three corpses lay around Efeinas. He was already bending down to take something from one of them - a ring of keys. After looking at it for a moment, he tossed it toward Slaten's chest.
"You can figure that out. I'll take a look at the main cells, you two split up to cover both floors. They probably have a few important cells on the second level."
With that he moved away, leaving Slaten and Tani still reeling from the battle. Slaten had caught the keys on instinct and now looked over them. Though they were rough and rusted, they did seem to be labeled with Futhik letters and numbers. He wasn't sure about the system, but the numbers seemed obvious enough, so he started unhooking them.
"I can probably cover the second floor faster," Tani said. Slaten nodded agreement and handed her the keys with that label.
"Call if there are any more Deathspawn up there."
"I will. Make sure Efeinas..." Tani trailed off, glanced toward the departing warrior, then just headed up the stairs. Slaten stood in silence, then wiped the blood off his sword, gathered the keys, and went to follow.
Efeinas was already entering one of the cells, apparently having broken open the door somehow. Slaten hurried to catch up, observing that another door had been broken open as well, though that one seemed to be a storeroom. He noted the weapons within but ignored it for now, peering into the next room.
The cell held several women, blindfolded and chained to the walls. They looked battered and their clothes were torn, but they hadn't been seriously injured. While Slaten looked through the keys, Efeinas wandered in. He gripped the chin of one woman and gave her an admiring look, ignoring how she flinched away from his touch.
"Not bad. Looks like the Deathspawn didn't mistreat them too much. Probably just because they find us disgusting. No accounting for taste, I suppose..."
"The others will die outside unless we support them from this side," Slaten said. "Where are the warriors kept?"
Efeinas sighed, but seemed to accept the logic and moved past him back to the corridor. "If it's like most Coran prisons, further back. Depending on the strength, you need different kinds of cells."
"Then let's go." Slaten fumbled through keys until he found one that fit. The woman seemed surprised when her hands were free and immediately tugged at her blindfold. As soon as it was off, her eyes wide and frightened, Slaten shoved the key into her hand. "Free the others and get out of the way. There's fighting outside."
She seemed to understand, so Slaten hurried to catch up to Efeinas. He was currently setting his palm against the side of a wooden door... then he wrenched it open with one smooth movement, snapping the lock. After a brief look inside, he sighed.
"Bunch of men. Might be worth something in the fight."
There weren't very many cells at the end of the corridor, so Slaten was able to catch up. He tossed some of the keys at Efeinas, forcing him to help, and took the other side of the corridor. Many of the rooms were empty, and the men in some of them seemed to have been tortured. A few looked able to fight and eagerly scrambled to get weapons.
Midway down the corridor, Slaten opened one of the smaller doors... and froze in surprise.
A woman hung on the opposite wall, staring directly at him. Her gaze hit him so intensely that he was only vaguely aware of what she looked like, noting that she didn't have a weapon but was dressed in blue combat robes.
There was an intense focus in her murky brown eyes that he could only compare to his own. But where he felt doubt, uncertain where to apply his focus, this woman had no hesitation. She knew her purpose. And there was hatred there, a glimpse of a flame that disappeared a second later to be replaced by cool analysis.
"Not bad," Efeinas said from behind him. "If you're going to fuck her, I really recommend you check those bonds are tight. Looks like they could only get ropes on her."
At those words, the hatred returned, now focused entirely on him. Efeinas chuckled at her rage and moved away, leaving Slaten stunned and unable to find words. He noticed that Efeinas was right - the woman's wrists were bound together only by ropes, which had been affixed to a hook. Slaten felt shame for letting her gaze distract him, so he stepped into the room and tried to think of how to explain.
The woman's entire body flexed and she tore her bonds straight through the hook, the ropes snapping like she had been weakening them for a long time. In the same movement, she kicked at something on the ground and a rock with a jagged edge flipped up into her hands.
Slaten's instincts returned and he drew his sword before she could lunge at him. No time for technique, he just stopped her attack edge on edge. When she hit he was forced to take a step back, her charge surprisingly powerful for someone who had been hanging in a cell like that.
"I'm not here to fight you."
His instincts told him to fight back, take her down before she could kill him, but he didn't think that would go well. She had been moving to attack again, but paused at his words, eyes considering him. Her gaze flickered to the corridor.
"I'm not saying you should trust him. You shouldn't. But Keval is under attack and your best chance of getting out safely is to work with us."
After staring at him for a long moment, the woman pulled back and lowered the rock. Slaten didn't resheath his sword, but did lower it and try to look less threatening.
"Uh... I'm Slaten. Things are hard to explain right now."
"You don't say." The woman sawed through the rest of her bonds with the rock, still watching him. After a pause, she finally relaxed slightly. She remained alert and focused, but she let him see a bit of pain as she rubbed her arms. He could guess how it must have felt to hang like that, and he was impressed that she was getting herself back into shape so quickly. "I need weapons."
"It looked like most of the things they took, they kept in a room beside the cells."
She nodded to him and left without another word. Slaten kept up with her, checking for Efeinas or any more Deathspawn who might have hidden, but the corridor was mostly empty now. The others seemed to have fled to side rooms or gone out to join the battle.
As they walked, Slaten was actually able to look at her. She had the lightest blond hair he'd ever seen, currently loose around her shoulders. Her skin was tan, of a shade that struck him as different than anyone he'd seen in Bundlin, leaving him uncertain of her origin. It looked like she had been captured in the clothes she'd fought in, fitted pants and shirt loose enough to move in but not loose enough to get in the way, tied by a belt with long tails.
When he directed her into the room, she moved inside and rapidly chose from among the weapons. Many had already been taken by warriors rushing to join the battle, but some remained. She chose three knives of varying lengths, but seemed to be looking around the room for something else.
Before he could ask, she moved over to a heavy chest in the corner of the room. She kicked at it and the wood splintered a little, but failed to break. Frowning, the woman glanced at him.
"My things must be in there, but I'm not up to breaking it. Can you?"
"I can try." The latch on the chest was iron, but thin and battered. He raised his sword overhead in both hands, focused his sein, and cut down. Fortunately, he managed to break through - if it had been steel or a better chest, he would have ruined his sword.
As he drew his sword back, he caught her looking at him. Her cool gaze was definitely that of a warrior, observing his movements. Though she did seem weakened, he wondered if she'd asked so that she could evaluate him. In any case, she bent down and pulled open the chest without saying another word.
Though the chest was filled with a number of items that looked valuable, including some simple jewelry, she wasn't interested in any of those. The first thing she picked up was a strange coil of metal with curved blades attached - clearly a weapon, but not one that he knew. She also took a pair of duusha horn knives, which wrapped around her hands perfectly when she tested the grips.
Finally, she picked up a silver necklace with a large yellow stone set at the end. Slaten knew little about jewelry, but it struck him as strangely bulky, more garish than he would expect her to wear. Yet she hurried to put it around her neck and dropped the stone underneath her shirt where it would lie over her heart. Perhaps it was valuable, or was personally important. For all he knew, it was some kind of mystical artifact that would protect her in battle, if such things existed.
"Thank you."
After so long in brusque silence, her words almost surprised him. The woman was pulling her hair back, binding it into a tail. And she was smiling at him. She had a smile like a knife, a flash of white teeth. Not the friendliest of smiles, but it struck him as sincere.
"My name is Celivia. I don't know who you are, but things are looking a lot better than they were this morning."
"I'm Slaten."
"You said that already, but pleased to meet you. Now, what's going on?"
Slaten swallowed, trying to regain his focus. "Keval is under assault to rescue everyone within. To join an army led by the Hero. As in, the one from the Legend."
She raised pale eyebrows at him and Slaten shrugged.
"Uh... it might be easier to just show you."
~ ~ ~
Though the upper corridor seemed completely empty, Tani remained tense until she had confirmed there were no more Deathspawn lying in wait. The battle on the ground floor had been over quickly, but it left her nervous.
She'd had the advantage of surprise, but the warrior she fought had still struggled a long time before going down. Without Efeinas there, they would no doubt have been overwhelmed. Having to rely on him troubled her deeply and she tried to set that thought out of mind. What mattered now was rescuing the other warriors.
The first two cells were empty, but the third held a burly Coran man with a scar across one torn ear. He was wrapped in several chains that had him bound in the center of the room and he scowled when he saw her. She raised her hands to show him the keys, guessing at them until she found the one that fit the chains.
"Your friends are here to rescue you. They're fighting outside, ju-"
"My friends?" His voice was rough and he coughed several times, then glared at her again. "Who the hell are my friends?"
"The Hero?"
"From the story?"
They stared at each other blankly. Tani felt a slight sense of discomfort she couldn't quite identify and almost considered not releasing him. That would have been cruel after coming in with the key, however. Tani found the lock and undid it. She started to unwind the chains, but the man growled and began twisting them off himself.
Since he didn't seem friendly, Tani moved on. The next filled cell held an old Coran man with his hands bound and a bag over his head. He smiled at her once she removed the bag and was much more cooperative. Tani left the room in time to see the first man lope down the corridor and disappear into the stairwell. She had a feeling that he had no intention to help and that she wouldn't see him again.
There were only two more filled cells, then the one at the end of the hallway. There were still two keys left unused, and her first guess was wrong. She wondered if she had missed a cell, but one of the keys was small and different than the others.
When the door swung open, she hesitated at the sight of the man on the other side. She wasn't sure how to identify him - his skin was nearly as dark as Eraes', but his hair hung flat on his head. The stranger thing was that he had been chained to the ground in kneeling position with his arms behind his back, bound in some sort of steel apparatus she hadn't seen before.
He smiled when she saw her, his dark eyes kind. "Hello, child. Are you here to help me?"
Tani felt a moment of shock when she heard him speaking Nelhae - with a strong accent, but grammatically perfect. She moved in, still surprised, and used the cell door key to unlock the chains while she considered what to say.
"Yes, I am here to help you. Why are you here?"
"I met with a mansthein commander who chose to imprison me. I thought that cooperation would be the better path to choose, but alas, they have bound me quite well."
With the chains unlocked, the man stood, but his arms were still tightly restricted behind his back. He turned around and she saw more clearly: his arms were forced straight at an uncomfortable angle by a box of steel bars. They dug into the skin of his muscular arms. The whole contraption had multiple locks that the small key seemed to fit. Each one loosened the bars only slightly until at last the apparatus fell apart.
"Ahh, that is better." The man slowly moved his scarred arms in a circle, from his hips to over his head, and brought them to nearly touch each other just in front of his stomach. He took a deep breath, then opened his eyes to smile at her. "Thank you, child. I am Jaer... of the Khalen Salenkh, you might say."
"I am Tani of the Nelee. I am glad to help an honored warrior far ahead of me." She was sure that he was strong. Aside from his body, only somewhat diminished by the captivity, he had an aura of calm that she hadn't felt since her master. "If I may ask... do you know anything of the Hero?"
"Of the Legend?" Jaer blinked at her as if considering an entirely new piece of information. "No, I do not. Why do you ask?"
"I am here with him. I was told that all the prisoners here were warriors of his who were captured by the Deathspawn."
"I see. I am afraid that someone was mistaken. The prisoners in this place were moved here from various locations, and though I was isolated, I believe they were imprisoned for many different reasons. It is possible, however, that some of them were indeed captured allies. Based on the curses, I believe there were more Corans as of late."
"Thank you." Tani smiled at him, then abruptly realized that she was letting his calm aura make her complacent. There was still a battle going on outside. "I am sorry, I must go and assist my allies."
"I will accompany you to see this battle. Perhaps it would be faster to move from the roof? There is a ladder on that side."
She saw that he was right, a rough ladder near the stairs that lead up through a hole. The Catai must have come through it, but it hadn't occurred to her to look for his route. Tani moved toward the ladder and Jaer followed with smooth strides. His arms trembled slightly, but his legs did not appear to be stiff from the forced kneeling. Tani considered him thoughtfully.
"You identified yourself as Jaer of the Khalen Salenkh. I do not believe that is a group of Rhen."
"No. I am originally from Eltar Trathe, but I have spent many years of my life here. Though I have not had the pleasure of meeting many Nelee, I have met others who speak the same tongue."
She wanted to ask him more, but she had reached the ladder and was out of time. Climbing it as quickly as possible, Tani found herself on the roof. It wasn't very high, so the sounds of the battle struck her immediately. Though some had fallen, the fighting still raged just beneath her.
Her instincts brought knives to each hand, but she couldn't throw, needing time to translate the violence into anything meaningful.
The Hero and the Catai still traded blows away from the rest, the stampede having passed by. Near the outpost, the humans seemed to have gained the advantage, but Deathspawn fought viciously with their backs to the wall. She spotted Melal lying on his back, crying out and clutching his blood-covered shoulder.
Slaten fought near the main line, staying back from the main melee and confronting those that tried to break out. His movements seemed strange until Tani noticed how his pants clung to his back leg - the way he was favoring it, they must be drenched with blood.
Strangely, there was a strikingly beautiful woman fighting beside him, though very cautiously. Tani tried to place her origin and couldn't, though her hair could have been Estronese. She had an alluring confidence to her eyes and Tani would have looked more carefully in other circumstances.
Realizing that she should act instead of merely watching, Tani moved to the edge of the roof and released her first pair of knives at a Deathspawn moving to flank Slaten. When the Deathspawn dropped Slaten hesitated a moment, tracked the knives, and gave her a grim nod. Tani noticed that the woman tracked the knives even faster and cast her a neutral glance before returning to the fighting.
Tani tried to hurl several knives into the main mess of Deathspawn, but they struck a wooden shield instead of flesh. For the first several she thought it was a coincidence, then she realized that the warrior was actually moving to intercept her knives, without looking. Not only had he managed to block her throws, his shield moved like a living thing, fending off the weapons of multiple Coran fighters.
He lunged forward, his shield slamming into the group. Several of the Coran men went flying backward, but as soon as the Deathspawn extended himself, Tani hurled a single knife with as much strength as she could manage.
Somehow he managed to bring his shield back around, knocking her knife out of the air. But the wild movement of his shield left him open to several other warriors, who lunged in and dealt fatal blows. Other Deathspawn counterattacked and some of the Corans dropped, but with the shield-bearer down, the Deathspawn line began to fall apart. Tani kept her last knife and her sickle knife in hand in case something went wrong, but felt as though her chance to make a difference was past.
Her eyes drifted up and she watched the Hero as he fought with the massive Deathspawn. The size difference between them was dramatic, so she expected him to be dodging around his larger opponent, but to her surprise he held his ground. Somehow he matched the enormous iron cudgel blow for blow with his sword alone.
The battle didn't seem to make any sense, forcing Tani to calm herself and try to analyze the sein of the two. Even from a distance, mint burned in her nostrils. It was obvious that the Catai warrior was strong, his blows far from slow despite their force. The Hero was also strong, but his sein...
In one sense, it was glorious. Every time she had smelled sein in her life, regardless of the source, the scent had been the same mint. But the Hero... his power was different, a pure smell that reminded her of so much more than home.
And yet on another level, she failed to understand him. The Catai might be a Deathspawn, might have killed her in an instant, yet when she saw his power she felt a common connection between them. In sein, they stood within view of one another, even if on opposite sides. But the Hero's power... it was something beyond her, something alien that seduced and repelled.
All at once, the beauty of their flashing movements ended in a brutal crunch as the cudgel came down on the Hero's head. He slammed into the ground and Tani flinched.
The world itself grew dim. Though the sun burned overhead, she didn't feel its warmth. For a moment, Tani felt as though she should do something, should act, yet she did not know what to do.
And then that moment was past, the sun blazing down with stunning intensity. She actually staggered back, half-blinded but struggling to see. In front of the Catai, the Hero was climbing to his feet. His head and upper body should have been crushed by the blow, yet he looked only beaten, not broken.
Roaring something, the Deathspawn descended on him, swinging his cudgel down with fatal force.
The Hero moved toward him, a shadow of light dissolving into the bright grass and the sunlight. He swept forward past the cudgel too quickly, his sword flashing through the Catai faster than Tani could see. On the other side he straightened, extending his sword to the side so that it shimmered in the light. She was captivated watching him, noting that though his white tunic was still stained with blood, his injuries seemed noble. Standing firm as the victor, he was the picture of heroic defiance.
Behind him, the Catai's stomach had torn open, his guts spilling out onto the ground.
The massive Deathspawn took a step back, staring down at the injury. His cudgel dropped and he tried to grasp his own intestines, as if he could place them back into his body. That muscle-bound body didn't seem so intimidating anymore and disbelieving fear filled his face.
Then the Hero's blade stabbed through the Catai's neck and he sank to the ground. Pulling the shimmering blade out of the Deathspawn, the Hero raised it overhead and shouted out a wordless cry of victory. It was immediately answered by the remaining human warriors, who surged against the surviving Deathspawn. Already demoralized by the loss of their leader, they died quickly.
"I do not believe this is a place for me." The voice came from Jaer just beside her, but it seemed to reach Tani from a great distance. She turned to him slowly, struggling to focus on his face. He watched the scene below with a somber expression, then turned his eyes toward her. "This is not a place for you, either, but I believe you will stay."
"I... I have to. My friends are there. We... we need to..."
"I understand." Jaer placed a hand on her shoulder and it felt warm. Real. She managed to focus on him, his gentle dark eyes watching her with concern. "Please be safe, Tani of the Nelee. My business does not take me far from here, but I do not know if we shall meet again."
With that, he turned away and gracefully leapt off the side of the building. Tani watched him go until he disappeared into the grasses, then the fuzziness crept back into her mind.
The sun felt so hot beating down on her. Everything was so noisy. She hadn't used much sein, yet she had pushed herself in the short fights. Tani shook her head as she went down the stairs to meet the others, trying to clear her mind. By the time she reached the bottom she felt slightly more focused, able to enjoy the fact that they had been victorious.
All the warriors on the ground were in an exultant mood, but Tani couldn't help but notice the injuries. Many had large cuts and some had lost limbs. Those who had come out of the cells were not doing well, everything they had endured while imprisoned catching up to them.
The Hero stood at the center of the celebration, clapping men on the shoulder and giving wordless encouragement. Slaten sat grimly at a distance, checking his leg, but most were jubilant. The only exception anywhere near the Hero was Veron. She drained the jug at her side to the last drop without taking a breath, then she tossed it aside and focused on him.
"What now?"
The question seemed to surprise the Hero somewhat, but he turned to her with a smile. "For now, we celebrate. We have won a great victory over the enemy."
"I mean after that. We have enough supplies if we loot the fort, but how far can we get with injuries like these? And some of the Deathspawn got away in the stampede. If they bring reinforcements, where the hell are we going to hide, out here?"
"Do not fear, Veron." The Hero put a hand on her shoulder and smiled gently. "We have won a great victory and taken another step in the path of the Legend. All will be well."
When he spoke, Tani believed him. Everyone was still bleeding and her head was aching and she didn't understand how it could be true, but she believed him.




Chapter 15

-
"Master Yanumi, old friend, we must meet. I know that you enjoy denying the wisdom of masters, but now that the time comes that we need to deny them, you are silent. Please, you must know the tribes will not listen, and I trust you do not believe that we can simply ignore this threat. The Deathspawn are unlike anything we have ever faced before and they will require our full attention. We need you to take on a leadership role now."
- letter signed by Master Omunelor of the Nelee
-
Another report from the Expanse. Kolanin brushed aside the other papers that had appeared on his desk, picking up the small scroll with a brown seal. Traditionally the brown seal was used for matters of low importance, but now...
He read over the contents slowly, sat down, and read over them again. Violence in Keval, the soldiers there slaughtered almost to a man. Again the hero was implicated, though accounts varied. Still no word of the young warriors he'd sent out.
Kolanin dropped his head into his hands and tried not to think about everything at once. Why hadn't they listened to him when it came to Keval? He had told them it was foolish to place so many prisoners there, that it would just draw attention from this hero or the Coran resistance. Yet the decision had been made from higher up the chain of command. Usually they respected his judgment on local matters, but not this time.
To avoid thinking about other matters, Kolanin began sorting the other scrolls that had arrived. Blue seals for mercantile affairs, though not all in Bundlin cooperated with that system. Red for the military. Kolanin began looking through those, hoping for no more bad news.
Aryabaus was building his forces again, preparing them for a southern invasion. There was a suggestion of training them by dealing with problems in the Expanse, which would mean a bunch of thugs rampaging through small Coran towns and pushing out Rhen tribes, possibly riling the Helsuu. Kolanin took a long time carefully drafting a letter trying to convince him this was the wrong decision from a purely military standpoint.
Did he believe that, though? Kolanin set down his quill and just sat back, staring out the window. There were some who said he was growing soft, he knew that. Others who might support him but said that the experiment with humans had been tried and failed. Maybe they were right.
Not that he believed that it was futile, not really. But the fact that Slaten and the others had gone missing still gnawed in his stomach. Based on what Bardel had reported, it was possible that they had been killed by bandits. That would be a bitter end for so many promising young warriors, not to mention their guest from Teralanth.
But it was also possible that they had fled or turned against him. If even the youngest refused to work with him, then perhaps his efforts really were futile. Kolanin realized that he had been staring at the papers on his desk for some time without accomplishing anything.
Would he just sit here, reading reports of everything collapsing around him? Kolanin smiled bitterly and got to his feet, resolving to do anything other than remain in his office.
Cries of alarm sounded from outside.
Without hesitating, Kolanin sprinted from his room to the balcony and vaulted over the side. While moving over it, he located the source of the confusion and pushed off the balcony, leaping over the river toward the square on the opposite side. In the air he identified humans scattering and soldiers moving in.
While still in midair, he realized that it wasn't the emergency that he'd feared. Both the humans and soldiers seemed shocked, forming a ring that identified the source clearly. There was a man standing there, wearing the robes of the Voidwalkers - not a uniform he'd seen in some time, but it looked like they hadn't changed in the years since he left Orphos.
Kolanin landed lightly and advanced, catching the attention of his men with a wave. "It's just a messenger. Calm down the humans and try to restore order."
"Aye." The guard captain gave him a worried look. "But... maybe the messenger ain't a problem, but what's he here to say?"
Though Kolanin felt a surge of irritation, he swallowed it. He wanted to encourage his men to think for themselves, after all. "It does suggest urgency, but there could be many reasons for that. Whatever the situation, we'll be better prepared for it if Bundlin is in good order."
The captain nodded and the soldiers moved out. Though Kolanin saw many glances of hatred toward the soldiers from the humans, some of that was to be expected for an occupying force. There wasn't the terror that he feared, at least not yet. Most seemed more curious about the messenger standing in the middle of the square.
The Voidwalker observed the area around him with open revulsion, though he must have been here before. Still, Kolanin could understand his perspective to some degree. Moments ago, the man had probably been in the pristine white streets of Ith Silvaros, but now he stood amid filth and squalor. Kolanin remembered clearly enough how Bundlin had looked to him when he first arrived. The years since then might have taught him a great deal, but he knew he viewed his city through a sentimental lens.
"Greetings, Seinan. You come bearing a message?"
"I do, Kaen." The messenger reached into his robes and drew out out a scroll, bound with the white seal of the Senate. He extended it with two fingers, as if he didn't want to touch anything else.
Kolanin took it and broke the seal quickly while glancing at the messenger. "What are your instructions? Do you need a response?"
"No. I only need to confirm that you received the message. I presume that you are Kaen Kolanin."
"Yes, I am." He wasn't really paying attention to the messenger anymore, brushing past the flowery language to get to the heart of the message. When he found it, he had to reread, because he was sure that couldn't really be it. "This... I know they must have their reasons, but-"
"I am not here to collect your opinion, Kaen. All the Senate needs from you is compliance."
Kolanin stared at him in disappointment, though disappointment with the man's masters instead of the man himself. The order was clumsy and ignorant, but it disappointed him more that they had sent a member of the Voidwalkers for something like this. It was time sensitive, yes, but sending a messenger across the world was unnecessary showmanship and a waste of resources. They would only have done it to remind him that he worked in a backwater and needed to follow their orders.
"I understand and obey."
"Good." With that, the messenger clapped his hands together. Instead of fading, the clapping sound lingered and deepened. The messenger's body twisted and vanished into a single point of darkness, followed by a rush of wind from all directions toward the point he had occupied. A few pieces of refuse jumbled together on the street where his feet had stood, but no other trace remained.
That drew more gasps and comments from the people in the square, but Kolanin just stared at the empty space where the man had been. So, he had his orders. The Senate seemed to view the entire business as repulsive, but if they were directly giving orders, they were taking these Hero rumors seriously...
"Arrogant Seinan bastard."
Glancing over his shoulder, Kolanin found Loravasik standing there, glaring at the empty space. He wondered about the casual curse and whether or not Loravasik included him in that hatred. Not that it really mattered right now, compared to what they'd need to do. While he tried to think of what to say, Rhuvab arrived in the square as well, reluctantly putting his maul away.
"What was so important they had to send a Voidwalker?"
"Nothing. Someone wants to throw their weight around." Kolanin gestured for the two Catai to follow him and they moved toward one of the bridges back to their side of the river.
"Come on, commander... nobody here understands Futhik, just tell us what's going on."
It was a fair enough point. Kolanin stopped before they reached the bridge and turned to them. "We have been assigned the task of killing the hero the humans speak of."
Both of them stared in surprise, and Loravasik scratched the side of his head. "Isn't that like killing a myth? Or are they saying that there actually is one? Because that sounds like it will lead to us wandering through the wilderness, not finding anyone."
"They claim that there's a specific man they want targeted, one they say is the hero. Apparently there's a plan to plant a spy in his group who will give away his location and plans. It's unclear - the letter might be claiming more than they actually have. Whatever the case, we need to translate the vague plan into action."
"Sounds good to me." Rhuvab reached over his shoulder to rub the hilt of his maul. "I was getting tired of the humans babbling about that hero all the time."
Kolanin said nothing. He took out the scroll and read through it again, trying to decide which way to go next. There was a kernel of useful information alongside the bluster and the commands.
Useful for what, he wasn't sure.
~ ~ ~
Their party gloriously limped across the grasslands. The Hero strode at the head, undaunted. Those behind struggled to follow, nursing wounds and supporting comrades. Occasionally one of them dropped, and they weren't always picked up again.
Tani had come out of the fight without real injuries, so she helped Slaten walk despite his injured leg. Usually she didn't think about the height difference between them, but it was easy for him to put his arm across her shoulders to lean on her. Carrying him would have been exhausting, but just taking pressure off the injury was easy if she kept her sein circulating.
They had been walking in silence when Celivia approached them. Tani still wasn't entirely sure what to make of her, though she wished they hadn't met under such circumstances. The woman seemed hard and driven, though she was friendly enough in conversation. At the moment she looked slightly dazed.
"I just spoke to the Hero." Celivia fell into step on Tani's other side, not making eye contact. "Or... I tried. Everything he said seemed to make sense at the time, but now... are we just going to keep marching? Has he told anyone a real objective?"
"Kill more Deathspawn, I guess." Tani would have shrugged, but couldn't while supporting Slaten. He closed his eyes as if his leg was hurting him again and spoke heavily.
"Mansthein."
"Right, mansthein." It was so easy to slip up and speak like the Hero did. Tani wasn't sure if the word they used mattered, but it seemed to matter to Slaten.
Celivia regarded them both coolly. "Aren't those two words for the same thing?"
Slaten shook his head slowly. "I'm not sure."
That left an uncomfortable silence, Tani trying to struggle through the haze in her mind to focus on the issue. It would be so much easier to embrace the light and the path set before them... failing to put anything into words, Tani focused on another topic. "Celivia... what were you going to do, before you were imprisoned?"
"The Deathspawn captured me while I was trying to get back to Estronn. So... I'm going in the wrong direction." Celivia ran a hand through her hair, trying to brush back one of the locks that had come out of the tail. "But trying to go east alone would probably be suicide, even without a lot more soldiers coming to this region looking for us."
"Oh, Estronn?" Tani smiled at her. "I don't really know any Estronese people."
"I was going back to Estronn, but I'm only half Estronese. As anyone will tell you, that's not the same thing at all. And before you ask, I don't know who my father was."
Though Celivia kept her tone neutral, the tension in her voice was obvious. Tani regretted bringing it up, though she was glad to learn a little more about the other woman. That left another awkward pause, since Slaten wasn't likely to smooth over a conversation. Before Tani could think of something, Celivia spoke up again.
"What were the two of you doing... before this?"
"Oh, I was on my Farwalk! The Nelee live on the west of the Chorhan Expanse, so I'm actually getting closer to home. This... isn't how I wanted to go back, though. I was... working in Bundlin. I wanted to make a difference, learn something about the world that I could take back with me. But..." Talking about her Farwalk had briefly made her happy, but her words tumbled to a halt. For so long, she felt like she hadn't had a choice, but what could she do except follow the Hero?
"We were working with the mansthein commander in Bundlin," Slaten said. His voice was low and harsh, as if spoken through pain. Tani realized that he was leaning less on her, intentionally putting his weight onto his injured leg. "He wanted to establish peace."
That was right, peace between humans and Deathspawn. It seemed like a distant thought, yet a familiar one. Tani drew it into herself, sheltered the thought so it couldn't evaporate away. Celivia opened her mouth as if she was going to say something, then closed her mouth again. In Tani's mind it was obvious that they weren't thinking clearly, but she couldn't even find the words to say that.
Just when the silence became truly uncomfortable, Slaten spoke up again. "What are you doing with your sein?"
"Hmm?" Celivia seemed surprised by the question at first, then nodded. "Oh, this is an old exercise, I wasn't even thinking about it. Normal circulation is good for your development, but it tends to exhaust your body's resources. Not a wise idea while traveling, since you could be attacked at any time. In this exercise you extend your sein, but sort of hold it... the process is simple in concept but hard to explain, can you see the movements of mine?"
"Sorry, but we haven't attained that level of perception."
"Ah, I didn't mean literally see. I can't perceive sein visually either. I meant if you could follow it with your other senses."
Since Celivia had introduced the concept, Tani had been experimenting with it. On one level it seemed so logical, yet actually circulating her sein without allowing any of it to be absorbed into the body... it wasn't a trick she was going to master on the first try. Seeing an example would have been helpful, but she only had the scent of mint from Celivia. The issue made her curious, so she decided to ask a question.
"How deeply can you feel sein? Can you see what I'm doing wrong?"
Celivia shook her head. "I'm no instructor, and in any case, I'm not much more advanced than the two of you." She walked in silence for a while, and Tani almost thought she was going to ignore the question. "Considering the senses as Corans count them, I have three. I can feel sein, taste it, and hear it. The Estronese don't agree with that system, but I've never had the talent to fight like some do."
"You're ahead of us, then! I can only smell and taste sein."
"I don't think it's wise to focus overly much on that. Understanding your own sein may be important, but it is only one aspect of training."
Slaten nodded in agreement. "The Oken describe power as a triangle with three points. The body, the sein, and the mind. I don't know if I feel that covers it well, but I think there's some truth in it."
"What do you mean?" Tani asked. "That seems logical enough to me."
"I thought so too, at first. But the Corans don't distinguish between strength of sein and strength of the body, and I can't say they're wrong. When I spoke to Kolanin about it, he disagreed with the concept of the triangle. I can't say he's wrong either. I don't know."
"That doesn't seem so troublesome to me. Surely everyone is describing different paths up the same mountain? Perhaps for Oken, it is better to think of a triangle, while Corans have a view better suited to them. But the same sein flows through everyone, and it can lead all of us to the same endpoints, like speed and strength."
"It's not all the same," Celivia said. "Have you ever seen an Estronese mage warrior? They can throw sein outside of themselves in a way I've never seen a Coran accomplish. And in my travels, I've seen even stranger arts. We may be using the same materials, but we build very different warriors."
The disagreement was interesting, but Tani was more interested in the thought it prompted in her. "In your travels, have you ever seen someone who seems to strike softly, but disables with a touch? Just two fingers hit my shoulder, but my entire arm became numb."
"Was it something like this?" Celivia extended two fingers and jabbed at her shoulder without quite touching it. Tani flinched, though it was only the form without any sein.
"Yes, just like that."
"I can't use it, but I've seen such techniques before. It is a discipline from Nol, soft sein instead of hard. There are techniques to try to resist it, but I've only studied them for a short time and they won't be too effective against a master."
"Can you teach me? Please?" Tani hesitated when Celivia gave her a sharp look, then decided to just be honest. "Have you met Efeinas? He is... an unpleasant man. And he uses that technique. I don't want to be vulnerable to it again."
"I understand. I can't promise you immunity, but I'll teach you what I know. Later, I suppose."
She glanced toward Slaten when she said that, but he shook his head and replied. "I'd like to learn it too."
"That's fine with me. But it would be difficult while walking, so we really should wait until we stop for the night." Celivia paused and then smiled at them. "And I can teach the static circulation trick as well, if you're interested. You two seem like you'd make good use of it."
Perhaps it was Celivia's sharp smile, or perhaps the fact that she was voluntarily offering to teach them secrets that were normally hoarded, but Tani felt a deep connection to her. She wasn't sure what to do with it. Before she could think, she ended up blurting out something she almost immediately regretted. "What is sein like, for you?"
Both of them looked at her. Talking directly about that sort of thing was oddly intimate, and generally agreed to be useless. One of the first things that her master had taught her was that sein was different for everyone, so there was no point describing the exact experience. Yet she had always wondered. Before the situation could grow too awkward, she kept talking.
"For me, it's always the smell of mint. I actually began smelling sein in a place with real mint, so I was confused about it for some time. That seemed odd to me, but my master said it didn't mean anything. And when I learned to taste sein, it was always... a mix of spices, exactly the same as a soup from home. It's more than a taste, it's mixed up with family and other thoughts."
Tani closed her mouth. She could feel that she was blushing and hoped that it didn't show. Slaten gave her a slight nod that made her feel just a little better, while Celivia seemed to be avoiding eye contact. But after a pause, it was Celivia who spoke next.
"I heard sein first, and it sounded like the wind. Like... wind flowing through a narrow canyon." Her eyes were locked on the horizon, then she shook her head slightly. "After that, I tasted sein - for me it tasted like pure water. Only recently did I start to feel sein, and that's difficult to describe. It's as if my body is separating into strands, but it's not a painful feeling. It feels right."
Embarrassing as it had been, Tani was glad that she had asked. Though she didn't understand exactly what Celivia meant, it made sense to her on some level. The taste of home had always felt right to her in a deep way she couldn't put into words. What Celivia described seemed to be important to her in a similar way, and Tani wondered if her understanding of sein would take stranger forms in the future as well.
Of course, those thoughts were undercut by the very obvious fact that Slaten wasn't saying anything. He just stared forward, avoiding their gaze. Celivia arched an eyebrow at him. "Slaten, are you seriously going to let the two of us talk about our sein and keep yours secret?"
"It's embarrassing." He still wouldn't make eye contact, so Tani smiled at him and nudged his arm encouragingly.
"Come on, both of us shared."
"Not like that. I mean the sensations." After a pause, Slaten finally met her gaze briefly. "Sein tastes like blood to me. And when I grew able to feel it, it felt like a sword cutting through me, except... not painful. I know, it's rather boring. Expected."
Celivia looked like she had to swallow a laugh, instead just grinning. "I don't think there's anything wrong with that. I imagine it keeps you focused during combat. When I was starting, my mind would wander into the sensations sometimes."
Tani nodded agreement. "With someone else, I might think they were trying to sound tough. But with you, I'd be truly surprised if sein tasted like... lilacs or something." That got a brief laugh from Celivia, while Slaten looked slightly less uncomfortable.
"If it doesn't mean anything, then it could have been lilacs, though. At least, I thi-"
At that point, someone let out a loud belch.
Tani jumped, jolting Slaten's arm and drawing a wince from him. She turned toward the sound and to her shock found Veron walking not far away. Other than her belch and hitting herself in the chest a couple times, she was utterly silent. Had she really heard everything they'd said?
"Yer all lucky." Veron took a swig from a flask in her coat. "I knew a man who started training in sein and said that it tasted like shit. Actual shit. Don't ask me how he knew what shit tasted like, he didn't say. Anyway, he quit in less than twenty days. Never was sure if it was true, or he was just lying because he couldn't stick with it."
What a truly repellent thought. Still, it was better than Tani had expected when she found Veron listening in on them. Tani smiled at the older woman. "What about you? Would you care to tell us how you perceive sein?"
"Nope. I'll leave that to you blushing kids." Veron wandered to the side to walk near a group of Coran fighters, intentionally not looking at them again. Tani frowned after her, not that it did any good. Things had been going so well, then Veron had to jump in and ruin their conversation.
The silence wasn't as uncomfortable as before, however. Tani was about to make plans for them to work together that night when she heard shouts from ahead.
At first they sounded alarmed and Tani jolted, looking for the source of the problem. Slaten took his arm off her shoulder and she advanced toward the warriors who had shouted. But by the time she arrived, they already sounded less alarmed. Looking forward, Tani spotted what they saw.
A young woman stood in the road ahead of them. Completely alone, carrying nothing but a wooden staff taller than she was. She stood on one of the rare crossroads in the Chorhan Expanse, just standing there doing nothing.
"Think it's a trap?" one of the Coran men asked. The others grumbled, but at that moment the Hero swept up from behind them, striding forward.
"Nonsense! Let us go out and meet her!"
Once he said it, of course they were all going to obey. Tani followed as well, curious about who it could be. Her first thought had been that the young woman must be a powerful warrior, to travel alone, yet she didn't get that impression. The young woman stood idly, swinging her staff a little and scuffing her shoes in the dirt, almost like a child.
"Hello there!" The Hero raised a hand to greet her and she turned, eyes wide for a moment before her face lit up with joy.
"Oh, hello! You look so noble... can you be the Hero I was waiting for?"
"Indeed I am! Welcome!"
As they got closer, Tani stared at the young woman, wondering just who she was. She wore blue robes with white markings, had pale skin, and bright blond hair - she could not have looked more Estronese if she'd tried.
But what struck Tani most were her eyes. She'd grown used to the wider eyes of Corans, or Eraes, but this woman's eyes were huge. Large blue pools that made her look like an innocent child - Tani tried to imagine eyes like that on a more skeptical face and failed. They were a soft, sky blue, very different than the sharp blue of Slaten's eyes.
"That's so wonderful!" And the woman really did sound happy, like she had been given a gift. "I felt led to come here and wait for you, but I was starting to wonder if you would actually arrive. Is that bad of me? It's just so very hot out here and I was wondering how long I would have to wait..."
The Hero smiled at her, as if this was all perfectly normal. "And what is your name, child?"
"Oh, I'm sorry! My name is Laeri!" She moved her staff into horizontal position and bent low at the waist in a stiff bow. "I am only an apprentice healer, but I would be happy to assist you, Hero! Is there anyone with you who might need my abilities?"
"As it happens, we have many. Clearly, you have been led to us in our time of need."
Tani wanted to ask what she had been doing wandering around the Chorhan Expanse, but Laeri was already being led to meet the others. It was hard to speak with the Hero beaming in vindication. And this was a great benefit to them. If Laeri did have a healer's skills, she could mend Slaten's leg, not to mention saving the lives of some of the other warriors.
As she watched and saw that Laeri did seem to have some skill, Tani started to smile. Maybe things would work out alright after all. The Hero might be strange, but he had been able to back up everything he'd said so far. Maybe this was just another example of it and all would be well.
"I don't like this." Eraes appeared beside her, glowering at the new arrival. "I don't know your continent, but I've seen nothing that makes me believe untrained women can just travel alone like that."
At first Tani felt annoyance, wanting to contradict Eraes and talk about how she'd gone alone on her Farwalk. But she took a moment and the reaction cooled, leaving her with just an uncomfortable twisting in her stomach. "With sein training, you could travel alone if you avoid the dangerous areas. We don't know if she has any skills beyond healing."
"Well, it's damn convenient that she showed up now."
"That's true. But... a lot of things around the Hero seem very convenient. Do you think this could be... something like that?"
"I don't know."
Eraes didn't say anything else, just stayed beside her. It seemed as though they were stopping for the day, so they should make camp, but Tani stayed where she was. Watching and trying to keep hold of her thoughts before they slipped away.




Chapter 16

-
"Master Omunelor, old friend, I believe that you will find the answers you seek if you stick your head up your own bottom."
- letter signed by Yanumi
-
Melal stared in awe as Laeri moved down the line of men. He knew that it was just another application of inner strength, yet it still seemed miraculous. Wounds closed before his eyes. Men who had been weak and half-conscious returned to strength. What would it feel like when she healed him?
The young woman was beautiful. It was difficult to tell much about her body in those shapeless robes, but from the hints he thought it wasn't anything special. But her face was incredible, delicate features that managed to be cute and alluring at the same time. And her eyes were like pools of pure water. Melal had never been much for eyes, but he wanted to see them staring up at him...
She was doing an amazing job, too. There was a bit of sweat rolling down her face as she worked, yet she kept at it, moving another man closer to him. Definitely a lot better than the Deathspawn bitch in Bundlin who had always refused to heal him or insulted him in the process.
Surprisingly quickly, she arrived beside him. Melal thrust his chest forward so she could see his shoulder. Laeri's blue eyes stared at his injury compassionately and her fingers lightly traced over the muscle of his shoulder.
"Oh dear, does that hurt? It looks like it would be hard to move your arm..."
"It's nothing much."
"Then... I will try to heal it tomorrow. Is it okay to wait until then?"
Laeri was already starting to move away when Melal realized she would actually leave him. "Hey! I can't swing a sword with this arm unless you heal it!"
"I'm sorry!" She flinched at his yell and came back a bit, lowering her gaze. "It's just... there are other men with very serious injuries, you know? I'm running out of sein, so I can't heal for much longer. But I'll help you tomorrow after I'm rested, I promise! Is that okay?"
"It is not okay." Melal grabbed her shoulder and pulled her closer easily - she seemed to weigh nothing. "I need to help fight. Heal it now."
"I... okay." Laeri lowered her head and shuffled closer to him. She set her staff firmly against the ground, closed her eyes, and extended her other hand to caress his shoulder.
He could feel her sein flowing into his body. The pain of the cut vanished and aches in the rest of his shoulder that he had forgotten existed faded as well. When she pulled off the bandage, he stifled a grunt of pain. But the injury was gone. There were a few bloodstains, but fresh skin lay where there had once been a nasty cut.
Melal moved his arm as he started to thank her, but cut off with a wince. The injury was gone, but his shoulder ached far deeper than before. When he tried to move his arm it felt heavy and lifeless, like it was made of wood. He scowled at the girl.
"What's this? Why does it still hurt?"
"I'm sorry, that's how the technique works!" She shuffled away from him, not meeting his gaze. "Your injury is gone, but your body had to work hard during the healing too. So you can use it, but it needs time to recover before the pain will go away, okay?"
Though the ache was more annoying than the injury had been, when Melal looked at the other fighters he saw a few of them stifling grimaces as well. So it was the same for all of them, they just bit back the pain like real men. It irritated him to deal with it, but he'd do the same rather than look weak in front of them. Melal grunted at Laeri and she moved on to check the next man.
Annoying as the pain was, he was able to get to his feet and stretch his arms overhead for the first time in days. He drew his sword and found that she was right, he really could use his arm again. Laeri was exactly who they needed and he marveled at the Hero's ability to find her.
That night they made camp early, being sure to give Laeri plenty of food and rest so she could work again in the morning. Melal slept in much longer than he expected and found that most of the others were already awake and ready to go.
His shoulder felt much better, though. A few of the men who had taken serious gut injuries were still weak and in pain, but even they looked healthier than before. The skills of a healer and a good night of rest clearly did wonders. Now that they had Laeri with them, he could only imagine how well they could fight the Deathspawn.
The whole day while they traveled, he tried to get a chance to talk to Laeri. But she spent most of the time riding in their only wagon. Once he actually found her asleep, her head pillowed on one arm. Despite her exhaustion, she looked beautiful when sleeping like that. Melal smiled and decided to let her rest for now.
He ended up bored for the next several days, mostly walking alone and staring at the endless grass. The Hero seemed untouchable, striding out ahead of the rest. Veron was usually near him or some of the other strongest Corans, who glared at him if he got close. Laeri was busy healing more minor injuries. Occasionally he talked to Napenel, but the other man had little to say, just walked and stared ahead.
That left the others, the three warriors always meditating while Eraes lingered nearby. Melal wouldn't have minded talking to Eraes, and the new woman looked good too, if she didn't scowl all the time. But something about the way they stayed together rubbed him the wrong way. And of course Slaten just sat there like the dead-eyed bastard he was, not brave enough to act on any of them even though they were probably receptive.
Multiple times Melal told himself that he'd try something different, but every day ended the same way. Eventually a village appeared on the horizon and he realized that the monotony was over.
The village was absolutely nothing, just a couple rings of houses. It looked like there was a pit that probably filled during rainy season, otherwise there was no reason for it to exist. Still, he could hear a few capra and saw some cockatrices scratching in the dirt. Perhaps they could buy them and get some meat for once. Sleeping on a real bed wouldn't be bad either.
"Hold." The Hero extended his hand to the side, his commanding tone bringing all of them to an instant halt. "There is something amiss here. Approach cautiously."
Visions of meat and mattresses fading, Melal kept a hand on his sword and advanced carefully. They didn't need to get far before it became clear that something was wrong. All the people of the village looked tense and afraid. The source of their fear seemed to be a large covered wagon at the edge of the village, which seemed a strange thing to fear.
Until he saw the Deathspawn.
Melal almost drew his sword at the sight, but held back as he saw there was no attack. It wasn't a warrior, just a Deathspawn worker tending to the aurochs. He cast suspicious glances toward the village - either they were extorting support from the village people, or they weren't strong enough and were just using it as a place to rest. Either way, the source of the tension was obvious.
"This may be a nameless village, but we should liberate it." The Hero drew his sword with a ringing sound that seemed to chime in his heart, and Melal nearly drew his sword as well, but Efeinas appeared beside the Hero, speaking in a low voice.
"The men need more time to recover. Plus, do we really want to cause more trouble now? They have to be searching for us, after Keval."
"And those Deathspawn could report our location!" The Hero did lower his sword, however, white eyes flashing. "You suggest we leave them be?"
Veron shifted up beside him. "I can stay awake tonight and kill any that try to run off or send a message. Let's not cause any trouble for now."
"You may be fine," Efeinas said, "but the men are weary. They may be healed, but Laeri can't heal exhaustion."
After a long pause, the Hero eventually returned his sword to its sheath. "For your sake, I will stay my sword. But we must be sure that the Deathspawn are not planning an attack in the night."
If the Hero thought that was reasonable, it seemed good to Melal. He went back to thinking about a real meal and bed, though he kept an eye on the wagon. It seemed like there were more people inside, likely warriors. Their group was much larger, so he wasn't concerned. If the Deathspawn tried anything, they'd be cut down.
When they got closer to town, an old man hobbled out to meet them. "Please, lord warriors, we don't want any trouble. We have little here, though you are welcome to it."
"Don't be afraid." The Hero smiled at the old man and swept his gaze over the other villagers hiding between or within the houses. "We are not here to harm anyone. But my companions would like to rest in real beds, and purchase some meat."
"Beds we have, but meat.." The old man's gaze shifted nervously to the remaining animals. "We need those that remain for eggs and to breed new livestock. Those we could spare we already sold... to..." His gaze turned in fear toward the Deathspawn wagon and Melal felt a growl build in his throat.
"Then we will go and speak with them." With that, the Hero brushed past the old man and the rest of them followed, moving toward the wagon. Melal wiped his sweaty hand on his trousers and then gripped the hilt of his sword again.
"That's far enough, hum-"
When they reached the wagon, a Deathspawn warrior climbed out, snarling in fury. He caught a glimpse of the Hero, of Veron and Efeinas standing casually beside him, of the large group of warriors behind... his arrogant anger quickly vanished. Though he foolishly kept a hand on his axe, the Deathspawn made no move to draw it.
"What do you want?" he demanded in a brutish growl.
"What do you have in the wagon?" The Hero stepped forward and the Deathspawn moved into his path. He took a step back when he met those pure white eyes, but then stood his ground.
"This has nothing to do with you. We're just passing through, not hurting anyone."
"I'll be the judge of that."
This time when the Hero moved forward, the Deathspawn drew his axe to try to block his path. A single shining swing decapitated him, the Hero barely even looking at the corpse as he jumped up into the wagon. Melal drew his sword, wanting to help, but it was already over. The Hero threw two more corpses out the back of the wagon, then let out a cry.
"This is what they were hiding! Look upon this and behold the enemy!"
A Deathspawn tumbled out into the dirt, but something was different about this one. Melal realized that it was a woman, though if not for her tits he wouldn't have been able to tell from the misshapen and hairless head.
But what struck him was how repulsively bloated she was. Her stomach swelled hideously, not like a pregnancy but like some sort of horrible disease. Every part of her was distended, as if several large sacks on her stomach, sides, and thighs had swelled up. The skin stretched thin, even uglier than the usual mottled Deathspawn colors.
She hissed in wordless anger, as if she would fight them if she could. It seemed as though she couldn't even stand, and when the Hero dropped down beside her he effortlessly cuffed her to the ground.
"This is our enemy! They do not give birth, they spawn! Legions of new enemies growing within her, soon to be unleashed on the world. It cannot be allowed!"
The Hero raised his sword over the bloated thing in front of him, its blade gleaming in the light. Everyone's gaze fixed on him, from their group to the villagers. Melal felt his revulsion giving way to a sense of hope. Though the enemy might be terrible, they could still be victorious.
Victory would start with the shining blade flashing down.
~ ~ ~
Slaten watched the blade come down, his body frozen in place. He wanted to act, yet didn't know what to do. Part of him screamed that this was justice while a quiet part of him insisted that it could never be that.
He didn't look away when the sword cut down and ended the Deathspawn's life... the mansthein's... the woman's... the Deathspawn... Slaten clutched his head and had to look away, anywhere but at the act of shining violence in front of him.
Melal and the others cheered. Efeinas simply appeared slightly disgusted. Veron had no expression, but she looked away. Celivia watched every moment with a stony gaze. Eraes' eyes had widened in shock. Tani stared in horror.
Distracted by the faces of the others, he didn't notice when the next blow fell.
~ ~ ~
Tani's hand came to her mouth, yet she didn't look away. She hadn't been able to move when he raised his sword overhead, hadn't thought he would really do it. And yet he did, bringing his sword down and ending the life of the mansthein woman. As strange and bloated as her form seemed, she was just a civilian woman.
And yet Tani had hoped that was the end. When the Hero - when the man with the shining sword raised it again, she thought it must be in victory. He couldn't possibly... even he wouldn't...
It came down a second time, puncturing one of the sacs. The blade came up again, shedding blood and green ooze yet somehow untouched by them. A small body fell from the broken sac. Tani finally wrenched herself away, dropping to the ground and heaving everything in her stomach onto the road.
~ ~ ~
He was too late.
The information about their movements had proved of little use, so it was simpler to just estimate the humans' movements from Keval. Once his men had determined the direction, it was obvious the humans would pass through the village. Their forces had departed that morning, thinking they would arrive in more than enough time to set a trap and wait.
When he had seen the movement from far away, something had struck him as wrong. He'd run forward, seen the figures move, seen the blade. Too late. After rushing with such speed, when he reached the edge of the village he halted and just looked upon the tragedy he should have been able to prevent.
Whatever the woman's story had been, it was over now. He didn't understand why she would have been here, but she should have been taken safely to Bundlin. Somehow she had become pregnant, perhaps from abuse or perhaps from a love affair. Whether her story had been bitter or joyful, now it had ended in the bloody edge of that sword.
Kolanin let his hands fall to his sides and stepped into the village.




Chapter 17

-
"As the Red Warrior's hands became covered in blood, he grew both strong and weak. His eyes could see beyond the horizon, yet he was unable to see himself. He proclaimed many creeds while following none, seeking only strength and riches for himself. And he found them, for true masters did not walk his lowly path."
- excerpt from the Tale of the Red Warrior, a popular Nelhae story
-
Normally, Kolanin would have spoken first. Asked what was happening, tried to make peace. After what he had just seen, he had no words.
The man in white turned to him with an imperious gaze, an instant before Kolanin's first strike hit his wrist. It successfully sent the sword falling to the ground, and he followed with a strike to the chest. Yet the man in white slid backward with surprising speed. Kolanin didn't give him any time to recover, following with another strike, then a sweeping kick at his legs.
Though he had moved like a butcher before, now the man in white flipped backward gracefully. He landed beside his sword, which had fallen with the blade in the earth, and snapped it up into his hands. This time when Kolanin lunged for him, the shimmering blade came straight at his head.
Kolanin dodged back just before the swing connected. It took that abrupt movement to make him hesitate. If he couldn't end this fight quickly, then attacking directly into the crowd of humans was simply reckless. They were all stunned now, just beginning to move, but soon they would recover and he would face difficult odds.
His eyes quickly scanned the group before returning to the man in white. There was a man gathering sein nearby and a woman who already had her sword in hand - they would be dangerous. It was difficult to judge the crowd of Coran warriors, but he couldn't discount some of them. Further back he saw Slaten, Eraes, and Tani. Somehow he wasn't surprised, though he was glad to see that their expressions held horror at what they had seen.
The two strongest humans began to advance, shifting to attack him from both sides. If he had spoken first, would they have listened? Had he made things worse by attacking immediately?
There was no time for such thoughts, because he had three warriors moving to surround him. Kolanin leapt out of range, skidding back through the dust in the center of the village. But he'd barely landed when the woman was coming after him, sword thrusting for his chest.
An obvious strike, designed to move him instead of actually killing him. Kolanin dodged, and as expected the man was there to intercept him. He still wasn't using a weapon, instead stabbing out with sein focused in two fingers. The first attack was easy to sweep aside, but a second and third thrust followed and Kolanin had more difficulty deflecting those.
Again from behind. Kolanin whirled, his hands flying in both directions. He swept aside the woman's sword strike with his sleeve and nearly caught the man's arm, but wasn't quite fast enough. They both shifted to a safe distance... because the man in white was coming directly for him.
"You die today, Deathspawn!" The man in white raised his sword and Kolanin struggled to focus on it. The technique seemed simple: concentrating sein in the blade to make it more lethal. And yet instead of the skill he found himself struck by the brilliance of it, shining in the light.
"Like you killed that woman?"
"She was a soldier in this war, same as either of us!" The man in white began to advance, his face shifting to a peaceful smile. "Now, surround him. He's too strong for fairness or mercy."
There was no point talking - the longer he spoke, the more they would surround him. If the three of them were able to attack from three different positions, it would be impossible to defend himself. The village didn't offer many opportunities for strategic positioning, but-
He felt the rush of sein a moment before the humans did, then suddenly Rhuvab loomed beside the woman, maul already swinging at her. She recognized in time, raising her sword with her other hand bracing the blade, but when it hit her full on, she was sent flying backwards into the air. Rhuvab roared and rushed after her.
The man wasn't stupid enough to watch, immediately defending himself when Hakkiv attempted to strike him from behind. He ducked underneath the blow, jabbed his fingers into Hakkiv's chest... and had no choice but to dodge backward as his sein strikes failed to penetrate the Catai's defenses.
More of Kolanin's troops were arriving, turning the fight from three on one to utter chaos. Villagers ran screaming and smaller fights broke out all around them, yet the human in white ignored all of it, just staring at him with that same smile on his face.
"Then it's you and me, Deathspawn. Face me and die!"
With that, the sword came at him again, glittering strike after glittering strike. Kolanin was very experienced fighting against armed opponents, yet found himself forced to retreat with each step in order to defend himself. It was like the human in white was coming at him not with strength or skill, but wielding a raw force that denied both.
Kolanin hadn't received any injuries, but his hands stung from each deflection of the blade. Yet he was starting to see through the light, just a little. As fierce as the assault seemed, it was still composed of comprehensible movements. Mostly thrusts, with the occasional dramatic slash. The human in white telegraphed each slash, he just needed to move quickly enough to take advantage...
Except there were two more humans rushing at him from behind. Slow to his eyes, yet not so slow that they could be ignored. Kolanin stepped aside from the first wild thrust, caught the man's arm, and sent him tumbling into the other attacker so that they sprawled in the street.
The brilliant sword was coming straight for his head.
He felt it cut through his cheek as he threw himself aside. Ignoring the blood starting to run down his face, Kolanin prepared to strike back, but the human in white retreated. Giving the others time to get to their feet and surround him again.
Did he think that would work? These two men were trained in sein, but they were nothing like the first two warriors. Kolanin wiped the blood off his face, running his finger over the cut and rearranging his sein. The cut remained, but the bleeding slowed to a halt.
Then, without warning, he lunged at one of the other fighters. The man was still staring where he had been an instant before when Kolanin grasped his collar and hurled him to the ground, sending dust spraying in all directions. That ought to dissuade him, if it didn't take him out of the fight altogether.
Yet the human struggled to get up, snarling at him. He attacked not like a warrior, but like an animal, as if he was dedicated to nothing but killing. Kolanin stared down in surprise, unable to take his eyes away even though he knew the other warrior was rushing at him and the human in white was getting ready to strike at any opening.
Kolanin kicked the man on the ground away, then lunged at the second. He pulled his strike, intentionally doing little more than staggering the man. What mattered was that he got a firm grip on the man's tunic, while he watched the human in white charge at him from behind.
Whirling, Kolanin put the other man's body in between them, preparing to strike with his free hand when the human in white pulled back.
Yet he didn't, driving his sword straight through the other human's chest and slicing against Kolanin's arm.
Dropping the body, Kolanin leapt back, holding his forearm. The sword thrust hadn't been strong enough to cause a serious injury, but his arm was bleeding. He slowed the flow but couldn't do so fully, given how much he'd need to use his arm.
He couldn't afford to be merciful. When the other human got to his feet and charged at him again, Kolanin knocked his blade aside and slammed an elbow into his wind pipe with fatal force. The man dropped, clutching his throat, but Kolanin was already moving away, focusing on the human in white.
The hero in white didn't seem to notice the fact that his allies were dead, continuing the same shimmering assault. Kolanin managed to deflect the blows without giving ground this time, his reactions growing more certain. His opponent should be realizing that he was losing the advantage, should be changing his strategy or moving more cautiously.
And yet the Hero in white just kept smiling.
Kolanin let out a roar and charged at him, knocking aside his sword and then striking him with an elbow. Yet the Hero in white managed to strike back, his sword grazing Kolanin's side. Crying out in rage, Kolanin grabbed the Hero's head and smashed it into the side of the nearest building. He saw the Hero's head bleed, yet the human was still holding his sword, still getting ready to strike.
One leap took him to a safe distance, which unfortunately gave the Hero time to shake off the blow to the head and come at him again. Kolanin began gathering sein in one palm, preparing for a more powerful strike that was sure to defeat the Hero...
No.
Instead of preparing an attack, Kolanin moved his palm to cover his face, flooding himself with his own sein. Not in refined form, just a rush of sensations and memories. He focused not on the human in front of him, but on all the humans who had worked together with him. Even though his opponent was approaching him, Kolanin closed his eyes.
Something was wrong. He considered if there was some kind of sein assault on his mind, but dismissed the thought. It was more subtle than that, deeper than he could understand. But the person he had been in the last few moments was not him. Setting aside all other thoughts, he cleared his mind and focused on the essence of himself.
Kolanin opened his eyes, looking through his fingers at the man in white. Just a man wearing white.
The sword flashed down at him. Kolanin deflected it with his left hand while slamming his right into his opponent's chest, sending him staggering back. His opponent swung overhead wildly and Kolanin turned the slash aside with two fingers, this time slamming a palm into the man's neck.
Another sword strike, this time too wide. Kolanin struck his opponent's arm with his elbow, the force carrying through with a loud crack. The sword fell from the man's fingers and before it could hit the ground Kolanin rained down blows on the man's body, ending with slamming him into the ground.
When the flurry of movements ended, Kolanin staggered back. The man in white lay motionless, the dirt underneath him broken. Kolanin rubbed his face, trying to refocus. His opponent hadn't felt particularly durable, so each blow had dealt a serious injury. Given how many had struck him, the man must be nearly dead. It occurred to Kolanin that it would be better to interrogate the man, find out-
The man in white was on his feet, thrusting again. Kolanin turned, but he was too late. Pain shot through his body as the sword pierced his shoulder and went through. He let out a cry of pain.
He also thrust his other hand up, breaking the man in white's wrist.
Without hesitating again, Kolanin grabbed the stunned man and threw him onto his back. This time he stepped over him, making sure he wouldn't get up again. The human looked completely beaten, but he had looked like that before.
Kolanin raised his good arm, palm down over his opponent's chest. Whatever had made his opponent get back to his feet when he should be dead, it was no sein technique. He was animated by something far more terrible, and it could not be met by skill alone.
So Kolanin drew his sein into his arm not in a polished technique, but in one he had never fully mastered. Not because of the difficulty, but because it could only kill. The memory of the butchered woman, sorrow as peace fell apart, the clarity he had gained in combat... Kolanin poured everything he felt into his palm and then brought it down on his opponent's heart in one strike.
The man in white stopped. His heart no longer pumped and his sein ceased to flow. Though his eyes remained open and unnaturally white, they saw nothing.
Kolanin stayed over him, checking if he would rise again, but there was no sign of it. He straightened his back and took a step back. Only then did he feel the pain from the sword that was still embedded in his shoulder. His training of his body might have prevented the worst of the damage, but the steel through his muscles was painful and partially disabling.
Grimacing, Kolanin pulled the sword out of his shoulder. His blood smeared the blade and it tumbled into the dust, quickly becoming filthy. After moving so quickly before, he struggled to raise his hand up to his shoulder and stop the worst of the bleeding.
Someone stood nearby. He looked up, prepared to defend himself, but saw that it was Tani. She was holding a knife with blood on the edge, yet it didn't seem that she would attack.
"Kolanin... I..."
"Please, just stay there." He needed to think, but a headache was forming as the sun beat down upon them. What he wanted was to move Tani to a safe location, ask her what had happened...
Without warning, a woman shot out of the nearby house. Kolanin saw her and could have reacted in time, but when he reached out with his injured arm the pain made him flinch. That delayed him long enough - the woman grabbed Tani around the shoulders and pulled her backward, physically dragging her away at surprising speed.
He should have gone after them, but his body felt so heavy. The most he could do was raise his eyes and see what had come of the battle. There wasn't much fighting, now. Several villagers lay dead nearby and he wondered which side had killed them.
Rhuvab stomped up beside him, bleeding from a few wounds but unimpeded. "We got most of the scum, but several of them ran away. They got into the grasses and I didn't want to chase them while the battle was going on. What do we do now?"
"Hunt them down." Kolanin was surprised to hear such words from his own lips. Rhuvab grinned and moved off as Kolanin struggled to say more. "Don't kill them... we need to talk... to interrogate them..."
The Catai was already rushing away, without any indication that he had heard. All Kolanin felt was overwhelmingly tired.
His body ached and his wounds were starting to bleed again, but he would live. If he went to find Iralin or another healer, he would recover without permanent injury. His life had included more brutal battles than this, and he had pushed himself harder before.
But he had never felt so tired, so old. Kolanin sat down in the middle of the nameless village and just stared at the clouds drifting overhead.




Chapter 18

-
"The Fifth Wind stood before the four, and so deep was his mastery of sein that he refused to fall even in the face of their combined fury. Yet after one thousand techniques had passed, the Fifth Wind stepped back. He proclaimed that it was such a joy to see such mastery that he need fight no more. The five masters paid respects to one another, then the Fifth Wind passed to the north and was not heard from again."
- excerpt from a traditional Telnaa story
-
As the sun disappeared over the horizon, Slaten sat and tried to remember the dead.
Not to memorialize them, simply to remember. Many of the men traveling with them had been Corans who viewed him with suspicion, so their faces ran together in his mind. But the truth was that many of them had been stronger and better trained than him, and now most of them lay dead.
He had meant to try to find Kolanin and explain what had happened, yet in the chaos he'd been pulled along with the others. And while they'd been fleeing, he'd seen two men cut down by a Catai warrior pursuing them. It seemed after everything had gone wrong, they were ordered to kill. He still hoped that if he met Kolanin he could talk things out, but it didn't sound like it would be easy.
Instead Slaten sat in the darkness, alongside a circle of survivors surrounding no fire, only starlight to illuminate them. Just fourteen of them had survived, and one of the Corans was bleeding out. Including himself, he knew eight of them, the others all grim men who refused to talk now that the Hero was dead.
That was what kept them from speaking. It was almost a miracle that they'd managed to gather together and escape the pursuit at all. Perhaps this was just the shadow of the light that had forced them all to follow. Without the Hero, Slaten felt like he could think more clearly, yet the weight on his mind remained heavy.
Tani and Celivia sat near him, saying little. They had argued once earlier about the best way to survive, then said nothing. Not far away, Melal sobbed quietly and Napenel sat with his arms and legs limp like he was a fallen puppet. Laeri huddled against herself, shapeless in her robes. Veron sat alone, methodically drinking every alcoholic beverage she had on her and throwing the containers into the grass.
Eraes and Efeinas were nowhere to be seen. Just when Slaten started to become concerned, the two of them walked in from the side. He didn't see any concern on Eraes' face, just focus. Efeinas glanced over everyone and sighed.
"Are you really all going to sit in the dark? We need to avoid attention, but we can do better than this." He ordered some of the Corans to help him dig a pit, then started a small fire inside.
Having a bit of light was better than the dark grasslands and everyone gathered around it. They still didn't speak. There was too much to be said, too many conflicting thoughts left over. The only sound was Veron gulping the last swallows from her jug. She belched, sighed, and threw the gourd away. Then she slowly got to her feet and walked up to the rest of them.
"Alright, the Hero is dead and nobody else is stepping up. We're probably all going to die."
Melal groaned when she announced that the Hero was dead and put his hands to the sides of his head. Tani frowned and sat forward, watching Veron closely. "Do you think we'd be allowed to live if we surrendered to Kolanin? Everyone... everyone knows that things weren't right. For them or us. I know they're hunting us down, but what if we scattered, made for Bundlin in small groups?"
"Wouldn't work. The chances of getting that far without getting caught are almost nothing, and if you're on your own, you'll get killed when they find you. Bigger group might fight them off, but probably can't move fast enough." Veron swayed on her feet, though her voice wasn't slurred despite how much she had drunk. "Nah, we're all fucked. Dammit, Goffoel, why'd you have to die like that?"
The name surprised him and Slaten found himself looking at Veron more carefully. Celivia also gave her a sharp look, but it was Efeinas who spoke up first. "Who the hell is Goffoel?"
"Oh, he was the Hero." Veron fumbled in her cloak for something to drink before realizing she'd emptied everything. "Stupid fucking name, isn't it? He got pissed whenever I called him that."
"We've been letting some oaf called Goffoel lead us around?"
Veron swayed over to him, looking straight into his eyes. "You really gonna say he was just an oaf after he led ya around by the nose? Yer kidding yourself if ya think there was nothing to it. No, seems to me that something about the Legend is true. He just might not have been the real Hero."
That got more attention from the group. Melal actually jumped to his feet. "How can you say that? You saw how good and pure he was... he should have led us to victory!"
"Didn't, though. The guy before Goffoel seemed pretty impressive, but he didn't do the job either. I was kinda hoping that someone here would step up, but it doesn't look like it."
Slaten sat numbly, the chill of the evening warm compared to his thoughts. Veron had seen more than one hero as well. Could she have met the hero he had seen before? Was it possible that there were many of them, destroying wherever they went? It would be a bitter truth, but he was ready to believe it.
Not everyone was so ready. One of the Coran men got up to spit at Veron's feet. "Bullshit. You're drunk and you're just vomiting lies."
"Believe me. Don't." Veron shrugged. "I don't give a fuck." It seemed almost like their conflict might come to blows. Before he knew what he was doing, Slaten heard himself speaking.
"She's right. I've seen another hero too."
Everyone's gaze swung to him. Celivia's eyes widened in one of the few expressions of surprise he'd seen from her, while Tani gave him a thoughtful look as if she'd almost suspected. Plenty of the others looked angry, so he pushed himself to speak. He should have stood up, but here in the darkness around the flickering fire, just talking was difficult enough.
"Over a year ago, I met another man who called himself a hero. He was-" A smiling horror, an abomination of purity, a blade untouched by blood. "-like the one we knew. Strong, inspiring. I never met him again, but I'm sure this wasn't the same man."
"But what does that mean?" Tani asked. "The Legend says there's only one Hero. Does this have nothing to do with the stories? Are there just... a lot of heroes running around the Chorhan Expanse? Eraes, have you heard of anything like this on Eltar Trathe?"
Eraes shook her head and the rest of Tani's questions went unanswered. It meant something that she'd been able to voice them, though, at least to Slaten. When the Hero - Goffoel - had been nearby, Slaten had struggled even to think such things. Now his head was clearer, but that didn't mean the puzzle of it all was any more obvious.
"That's why I said we're fucked." Veron sat down heavily. "Maybe the stories got it wrong. Maybe the Hero is a damn ghost or something. Maybe we're all out of our fucking minds. But I can tell you that with no Hero, we're not getting out of the Expanse alive."
"I disagree." Eraes spoke up clearly and everyone turned toward her. Since she always stayed back from the fighting, the Corans didn't respect her much, but they all listened now. "I was consulting maps with Efeinas and considering what we know. I think we have a chance of surviving this. On our own."
She received no answer for a time. Slaten didn't see much hope in the eyes of most, likely still dwelling on the Hero. Pushing that thought out of his mind, he managed to speak up. "What's the plan?"
"Veron was right, they'll probably catch us eventually. But their forces will be more scattered than ours, and their ability to react will be limited. We can survive if we head east and make sure we only face them once and survive that conflict. After we encounter them, we break straight south instead of east. Far enough south of here, there are more places to hide... allegedly."
"The Expanse isn't all grasslands," Efeinas said. "There's a broken region with crevices and even some caves. If we make it there before the rains begin, we might be able to avoid our pursuers."
"Exactly. Remember that they can't afford to look for us forever - they have other problems. By my count, they had two Catai and several dozen warriors remaining after the battle. To be safe, we should assume they'll add another two Catai and several hundred searching for us. Unless they get forces from Aryabaus, they can't afford to keep them searching for us very long."
"Huh." Veron rubbed her face roughly for a while, then nodded. "Maybe. And what do we do if we make it to the south?"
"I understand the long rains last for a hundred days here - by the time they end, interest in us will have diminished even further. From there, we can head east, then split up. We wouldn't be so far from Bundlin, if anyone wants to go there. Also close to Talalt, which is the next best place to catch a ship. That's where I'll be going."
It was a better plan than anything they'd come up with so far, and it gave them something to focus on, so Slaten gave Eraes a respectful nod. Some of the Corans seemed skeptical, or just still in despair. When he glanced to his allies, Tani looked thoughtful and Celivia gave a small shrug.
After a time, Tani spoke up. "Are you looking for a ship in order to go home?"
"Of course I am." Eraes huddled down next to the fire and began massaging her forehead. "After what we just lived through, anyone who stays here is at least a little insane."
Slaten sat in silence and felt more than a little insane.
~ ~ ~
After several days of travel, Tani felt human again. The memory of the Hero killing the mansthein woman was still clear in her mind, as was the chaos that followed, but she felt as though she could step back and consider the memories carefully. There was no question that their current situation was dire. Yet somehow she could preserve hope that they could find a way through it.
One thing was clear to her: nothing was truly over. She had seen the Hero die and was sure no one could come back from such a sein blow. Goffoel was dead, everyone seemed to agree on that. But Veron's matter-of-fact comments and Slaten's haunted statements left her certain that this wasn't the end. Others disagreed, most of the older Coran warriors slipping away during the night.
They might not survive, but she was able to think about the future again. It seemed clear that this confusion surrounding the Legend was something she needed to unravel. This was more important than her Farwalk. One day she hoped to return to the Nelee and to her master, to become the Rhen warrior she wanted to be. It just couldn't be now, not in a world that was nothing like she had believed.
If the Hero was just a man who could be killed, that was one thing. But if there was really a Legend then that was laughably futile...
That morning, she felt enough herself to wake up early and cut her hair. It would have been difficult, except Eraes let her borrow a mirror she carried - instead of burnished bronze, it reflected almost like real life. When she finished and washed her face and neck, Tani stared at herself. She looked tired and grim, but she felt like herself again.
"Do... do you think they're following us?"
The shy voice was Laeri. Tani blinked to see the healer standing behind her, large eyes staring uncertainly. Laeri seemed to have no violent bones in her body and she was usually quiet, so it was easy to forget about her. They'd barely spoken in all their time traveling together. Tani decided she had no reason to be unfriendly and smiled at the other woman.
"They aren't right now, or we would probably know. Our best defense is not being found in all this space. Once... if they do spot us, they'll probably send a Catai to sprint after us and things will move very quickly."
"Oh." Laeri paled, which Tani wouldn't have thought was possible with her complexion. "I... was hoping we might make it east without running into any trouble. I know Eraes said it wasn't likely. Do you think it's possible?"
Tani wondered if it was a real question, or if Laeri wanted comfort. Unfortunately, to give comfort now would feel like a lie. "I would be very surprised if we weren't spotted at least once. Our hope is that we can misdirect them after that and hide."
Laeri didn't respond to that, just lingered nearby until the others awoke and they started walking again. The other woman moved forward morosely, thumping her staff against the ground with each step. She didn't seem to be moving to walk with anyone else, however. Tani considered her for a while, then decided to approach another issue.
"I'm sorry that all this has happened to you. Did you leave home wanting to join the Hero?"
"I don't want to talk about him." For the first time, Laeri's high voice had a bit of an edge to it. Her fingers squeezed very tight around her staff. A moment later she cast Tani an apologetic look. "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have raised my voice. It's just... all very confusing."
"Yes, I know." Tani considered pushing, but it seemed like the poor woman might snap. Better to keep to a safe conversation. "You came here from Estronn, right?"
"That's right. We had a big caravan, going to trade with Tur-Nol. I've never been there before, have you? This is actually my first time leaving Estronn. My teachers said that I was talented, but I've never had to heal so many real injuries before. Is it bad of me to complain? You never complain, but you seem so used to this..."
At first Tani was taken aback by the questions, but Laeri didn't seem to want answers. After a while, Tani accepted that she could just listen and let the other woman speak. Laeri seemed to need to talk, her thoughts tumbling out in scattered fragments. Between them, Tani could catch a glimpse of an ordered society, an institution where Laeri had been sheltered.
"We mostly didn't interact outside the caravan, but even we heard the stories. I thought the stories sounded so... so wonderful." Laeri bit her lip and paused, then shook her head. "I had to leave because... I had to. I don't want to talk about it, is that okay? Anyway, I know things are dangerous right now, but I actually feel safer now that there aren't so many Coran men around. I'm sure many of them are nice, they're just so gruff, you know?"
That night they made camp, though with limited supplies it wasn't much of a process. Laeri seemed to have latched onto Tani, following her and doing her best to help. Once they had flattened an area of grass for them to sleep, Tani paused and looked over the group.
Slaten and Celivia were already beginning another sein exercise, talking in low voices. Eraes was out scouting their path. Efeinas was nowhere to be seen, and she realized that she hadn't seen him in a while. Napenel sat with his arms around his knees, rocking back and forth and staring at nothing. He had not been well for some time, his seinshock returning in force.
Most of that was normal enough. What stuck out was Melal jabbing at the dirt with his sword, trying to dig a pit, with Veron beside him. Tani moved closer to them. "Are we really going to make a fire?"
"I'm starving," Melal growled. "We have the flour to make bread, but it will go bad soon. Better to eat it now and keep the rations we have left for later."
"Is that safe?" Tani glanced to Veron, who shrugged.
"This is all a huge gamble anyway. And he's right about our supplies, we might run out. Maybe they'll catch us, but if they do we'll all be dead and then it doesn't fucking matter, does it?"
Though Tani didn't agree with that perspective, she knew better than to argue. To her surprise, Laeri moved in close, eyes bright. "You can make bread here? I didn't know Corans could bake bread!"
Veron eyed her skeptically. "You've been in the Chorhan Expanse for how long?"
"I mostly ate Estronese food with the caravan, and then rations with all of you. I didn't know there was bread here!" Laeri clapped her hands together and moved away in a joyous mood.
That lasted until it was time for them to eat. Laeri held out her cracked plate eagerly, then froze as Veron slapped a chunk of bread down on it. The young woman looked so crestfallen that Tani almost smiled. After a pause, Laeri hesitantly poked it, tore off a piece, and stuck it in her mouth. She very slowly lowered her plate.
"This is not bread."
"Course it's bread." Melal spoke around a mouthful of his own, then shoved another piece into his mouth. "You think we don't know bread?"
"But... it isn't supposed to... I..." Laeri stared down at the Coran bread in defeat. "This isn't bread."
Veron shrugged. "Seems to me there's a whole bunch of us who disagree with you."
Laeri slowly shuffled off, sat down, and stared at her plate mournfully. Tani accepted her share of the food and joined Laeri. The others all got their own servings and they clustered around the fire, though Efeinas remained missing. After a deep breath, Laeri took another bite and chewed it extremely slowly. She looked so depressed that Tani had to say something.
"Corans love it, but most of us aren't fond of their bread either."
"Really?" Laeri looked up at her, smiling a little. She looked aside to Eraes, who nodded.
"It's diseased garbage on a plate. A war crime against the concept of baking." That made Laeri laugh, though she immediately covered her mouth like she was ashamed.
Melal brandished a piece of the bread in their direction. "You take that back!" Eraes rolled her eyes at him. Laeri looked between them uncertainly, so Tani touched her hand and gave her another smile.
"It's fine for them to like it, but it's okay if you don't. Like I said, most of us share your opinion." Tani glanced toward the others sharply, pushing them to speak.
"I wouldn't choose it," Celivia said. Laeri looked to Slaten next, and he just shrugged.
"It's food. It will keep us moving, isn't that what matters?"
Laeri shook her head sharply. "No! Food is suppose to be about making something delicious! Not just... just... something you put into your mouth! You can't say that you really like this, can you?"
"It's food."
This seemed to befuddle Laeri. She still looked quite troubled, not even noticing that Melal was glaring at her. After a while, she looked to Veron, who was eagerly tearing into her lump of bread, and watched her for a while as if she couldn't quite believe what she was seeing. "Do... do you really like this?"
"I love it, sure. Never feels like a real meal without bread. But..." Veron stopped to take a drink of water, twisted her face in disgust, then continued. "But maybe they're right. I can tell you that when you try to feed bread to kids, the little fuckers cry a lot before they accept it."
Melal snorted. "Children haven't learned what good food is. Who cares what children think?"
"I don't. Was just saying."
Eventually Laeri did eat some more, though her face held nothing back and made it obvious how much she disliked every bite. Instead of trying to continue that conversation, Tani just ate her bread as quickly as possible.
If she had grown up Coran, would she enjoy bread just as much as Veron and Melal? She and Slaten had discussed that before without coming to any conclusion. Slaten thought that they probably would, but she had a hard time believing it. Even growing up somewhere else, surely she would still be the same person on the inside.
Though she didn't enjoy it, Tani did feel better with some food inside her. She stood up and stretched, looking over the grasslands. The sunset painted them crimson and the sky was beautifully torn between light and dark. It was beautiful...
And there was something on the horizon.
Tani focused on it, did her best to draw sein to her eyes but couldn't focus. Instead she moved to Veron, tapping on her shoulder and pointing. "Is that something?"
"Oh, shit."
Eraes leapt to her feet. "It's the Deathspawn?"
"Looks like a Catai, at least." Veron shoved the rest of her bread into her mouth and tossed the plate aside. Everyone scrambled to their feet while Laeri gave a panicked whimper and clutched her staff. They had talked about this, but hadn't really expected it to happen. Most had their hands on weapons, unsure how to use them. Eraes was the one to step forward first, addressing them all in a clear voice.
"We run east, just like we planned. Leave the plates and blankets, take the food. Someone put those logs into the driest grass you can find. Don't head south until everyone within sight of us is dead."
Having a clear goal helped them focus. Tani had been wearing her knives and essential supplies on her body at all times, so there was little to do there, but she helped Melal pull food into his pack. Veron reached into the fire with her bare hands and tossed the burning logs in several directions. They mostly smoked, but some of the grass seemed to be catching fire. Even Laeri managed to help, though her eyes frequently darted toward the figure on the horizon.
He was far closer now, the speck having become a powerful figure. Either his skin was red or it was just made so by the sunset, not that it mattered. Tani forced herself to focus and began moving with the others. They didn't have a chance of outrunning the Catai's sprinting speed, especially not with Eraes and Laeri with them. But they could increase the distance between them and form a clear path east.
When she glanced back again, Tani noticed that Napenel was sitting on the ground, staring at the growing fires.
"Veron!" She called out and gestured. The other woman saw, cursed, and ran back to him.
"Napenel! Get up, you lazy bastard!" Veron kicked at him, managing to drive him to his feet. But he didn't run, just stumbled away from her blows. His eyes stared at nothing and his fingernails scratched at his arms hard enough to draw blood.
Melal turned back and scowled. "Just leave him!"
Laeri gasped and it looked like it might become an argument, but Eraes stepped up, her voice brooking no argument. "We've already delayed too much for it to matter. Spread out and get ready. It looks like he's alone, but remember this is a Catai we're talking about. Don't fight fair."
When they had discussed plans, Tani had said she would hide in the grass and wait for a good time to strike. That was more difficult, now that so many of the grasses around them were catching fire. The crimson sun was disappearing over the horizon, leaving the sky darker, yet everything around them was illuminated in flame.
Soon after Tani had found a place to hide, the Catai caught up to them. It wasn't someone she had seen before, but he was as tall and muscular as most of his kind. His skin appeared to be red-gold, rendered nightmarish by the sunset and the fires. He didn't hesitate to charge through the fires in his way, but did skid to a halt as he got close, sending up a cloud of dust lit by the flames.
"Surrender now and I'll make it quick!" The Catai unhooked a mace from his back, long but unusually thin. None of them reacted, and he grinned like he hadn't expected anyone to accept. All Deathspawn teeth were sharp, but his glimmered like daggers in the firelight.
He lunged at Veron first, thin mace whistling. It didn't have the heft of most Catai weapons, but he wielded it shockingly fast. Tani saw that Veron was hard-pressed just to defend herself and drew four knives, then hesitated. She needed to choose her moment.
Melal charged in from the side, shouting out a challenge. The Deathspawn's fist struck him in the mouth and he tumbled back in the opposite direction. While his back was turned, Veron struck again and the Catai barely deflected the blow.
Slaten hit next, flowing out of the shadows with a thrust. It hit the Deathspawn's back... and skidded to the side, drawing blood on the natural armor but not cutting deep. Though Slaten pulled back, his opponent turned on him swiftly, sword rising...
Tani threw her knives directly for his eyes. Both throws flew true, but the Deathspawn only flinched slightly and they bounced off his skull. Yet... he had moved his head to avoid the knives striking his eyes. His entire body couldn't be as tough as his muscle-armored torso, so she could make a difference if she used her knives well.
Roaring, the Deathspawn began striking about himself wildly, not trying to land a blow but forcing his opponents back. Slaten and Veron retreated to a safe distance and Tani didn't see a good opportunity to throw again. Where was Efeinas? As vile as the man was, they could have used his power now.
Too late, Tani realized that Napenel was just standing and watching the fight. When flames leapt up in the grasses near him, he flinched and blindly stumbled away, toward the fighters.
It only took a moment, the Catai's mace whistling around to strike his head. The blow struck so hard it both caved in his skull and tore it from his shoulders. Napenel's head sailed away and his body crumpled. Tani hated to see him die, but wondered if part of him had already been dead for some time.
Few of them had known him well, but Tani still felt a dull ache in her heart. Perhaps he could have recovered, if they had gotten to safety. Now he was simply gone. Melal was back on his feet, letting out a roar of anger and charging.
The others hesitated, not joining the attack. If Melal rushed in alone, Tani knew that the Catai would definitely kill him. She rushed to the side to get a good angle, then threw two more knives.
With a swift turn, the Catai kicked Melal away and let the knives bounce off the side of his head. But then he opened his eyes, and he was looking straight at her. If she had been hidden before, she definitely wasn't now. She saw the Deathspawn set his feet and prepare to charge at her, yet her body froze when she tried to move to the side. He raised his mace...
A strange weapon shimmered from the side, wrapping around his weapon arm.
Tani stared, her eyes tracing the unfamiliar weapon back to the source. Celivia stood at a distance, circular knife in one hand and the other holding onto what appeared to be a whip. Yet it reflected the firelight, and there were sharp blades along the side of it. The part that had coiled around the Catai's arm had blades as well, some of them digging in enough to draw blood.
The Catai roared and tugged on the chain, aiming to pull Celivia toward him. She let go of her end immediately, letting it fly. While his sword arm was still entangled, Veron and Slaten struck again. Slaten scored only another superficial wound, but when the Catai flinched away, Veron's sword hacked deep into his shoulder.
His mace tumbled out of his hand... and was caught in the other. With blinding speed, the Catai swung at both of them. Veron leapt back in time to avoid the blow but Slaten was an instant too late. The mace hit him squarely in the stomach and he started to crumple, the Catai turning on him for a finishing blow.
Before he could finish turning away, Tani threw another knife with everything she had. It hit the Deathspawn in the eye - no bouncing off this time. He roared and reached for his eye even as his body started to move toward her.
She should have thrown again, or dove to the side, but he was moving so fast and she had spent too much of herself in that throw. The Deathspawn man was a hideous sight, blood pouring from his eye with the hilt of her knife still jutting out of it. Soon he would be charging, his mace flashing for her...
Veron's blade hit him in the back of the neck.
That finally dropped him, his body hitting the ground thunderously. All at once, Tani realized how hot she was, how much the fires had grown around them. Yet the sky had darkened, leaving her cool and hot at once. Her mind raced at the battle, so dishonorable and yet what they had needed to do to survive.
The still moment was broken when Veron stepped up to the Catai's body and started to hack at his neck. It took her multiple blows, but she managed to cut off his head. Tani watched in shock, almost wondering if she was taking the head as a trophy, but when she was done Veron just scowled at the corpse and moved away.
"We don't have any time to waste." Eraes emerged from her hiding place, eyes grim despite their victory. "Laeri, heal everyone injured as quickly as possible. If you're uninjured, grab a few more supplies if you can. As soon as we're fit to run, we flee south."
That took them back to reality and everyone began to move. Tani moved to check on Slaten and was glad to find that though he'd broken some ribs, Laeri was having success healing them. He grimaced when he stood up, but looked like he could run. Laeri couldn't do anything about the teeth that had been knocked from Melal's mouth, but healed the rest of his injuries. While she worked, Tani retrieved all her knives, though she couldn't find one and another lay in the middle of a growing fire.
They began to run south, but the problem with that quickly became obvious. Laeri couldn't run as quickly as them at the best of times, stumbling over her robes and nearly dropping her staff. Eventually Veron ran back to her and threw her over one shoulder. Laeri made a squawking sound and struggled a bit, face turning crimson, but eventually she cooperated.
While that was certainly faster, it might not be fast enough. Tani looked for Eraes and found the other woman nearby. She could see her teeth were gritted, very white in the darkness. But after a pause, Eraes looked up at her.
"I don't like to admit it, but I'm the weak link now. Can you...?" It seemed that she couldn't bring herself to say it. They shifted to a halt and Tani considered her.
"I can try to lift you, but I certainly can't do it as easily as Veron..."
"You only need to last until we get to safety. Tani, please." Tani could imagine reasons why Eraes might not want to ask the others. After only a moment, she nodded.
"Get on my back, I guess. Be careful of the knives."
Tani turned and offered her back. Eraes awkwardly tried to climb on, arms around her neck. It was like a game played with children, letting them ride the aurochs. After the death and violence, Tani let out an odd little laugh. When Eraes immediately cast her a sharp glance, Tani shook her head.
"Sorry, I just feel foolish. This isn't exactly a majestic retreat."
"Retreats are usually judged less on their majesty than on the 'not dying' aspect." Eraes did seem to understand, though, no longer glaring at her. Though it was difficult to run with another person on her back, Tani focused on increasing the sein flowing through her. She would exhaust herself much faster this way, but at least she could keep up with the others.
They sprinted into the darkness, away from the flames. Two of them being carried, all of them running awkwardly in the dark. It wasn't exactly the stuff of stories, but with luck it might keep them alive.




Chapter 19

-
"Everywhere the Red Warrior walked, he found only insults to his honor and reasons to kill. He built nothing and understood nothing, seeking only power. That desire took him to an old master on a mountaintop who it was said could unlock great strength. The Red Warrior demanded to receive this power, but the old master told him that he was not ready. Angered by the insult to his honor, the Red Warrior struck the old master until he relented. Yet when he seized the power for himself, he felt the strength leave his body."
- excerpt from the Tale of the Red Warrior, a popular Nelhae story
-
Day by day, the emptiness filled with anger.
The events of that terrible, bright day had scorched Melal's mind clear. It still hurt to think of him, to remember the man who had once meant so much to him. When he tried to think about it, nothing seemed to make sense. He spent long periods of time just staring up at the clouds, thinking nothing.
Now, Melal thought of anger. They were lucky to have avoided being captured again and reached their destination safely. But all he could think of was that huge Deathspawn bastard and how casually he'd been knocked aside. Even the Rhen girl had been more use than him. It wasn't right and he wouldn't let it stand. He'd be strong enough that they'd all have to acknowledge him, they'd-
"Melal?" It was Slaten, staring at him with that same dead look. "We found a suitable cave."
"I'll come when I'm ready."
Not that he was doing anything. They'd split up to find a place to hide among the hills and crevices, but he hadn't done much looking. This whole area felt wrong to him, the usual grasslands strangely broken. In places it seemed as though some giant had torn into the earth, turned it over, and smashed it down. The sides of the strange protrusions were covered in layers of rock of many different colors that he found off-putting, though he couldn't put a finger on why.
If they'd found a cave, he'd have to get used to it. Melal turned around and followed Slaten's dark form. As they went, he glanced over his shoulder again, telling himself it was to search for allies and not thinking about how the Deathspawn had looked rushing out of the horizon toward them.
Veron had left to run to the nearest town to acquire supplies and as far as he knew she wasn't back yet. Stranger was that Efeinas and the other men were still gone. While Melal didn't mind being one of the only two men in the group, their continued absence bothered him. Had they actually abandoned the cause?
He followed Slaten to the cave, though he had to squeeze through a crevice to reach it. From the wrong angle, the entrance was nearly invisible, and even from the right one, it looked like nothing in particular. Melal wondered how the hell they'd found it before remembering how small Tani was. She'd no doubt wormed her way in here to find the hiding place.
The cave itself disappointed him. It smelled filthy and his boots crunched through small pellets of dried shit. Bats? He'd heard about them but hadn't been sure they were real. Worst of all, the floor was terribly uneven, even if they cleared out all the rocks. There were few places to sit, much less anywhere to lie down comfortably.
"This will do," Eraes was saying, "but we shouldn't start working on it yet. If they do send anyone down this way, it will be over the next fifteen days or so. As soon as Veron gets back, none of us leave again, even if we have to ration out our food at the end."
Melal didn't like the sound of that, especially since the whole plan consisted of cowering in this filthy hole. He'd expected Eraes to come up with a brilliant strategy since she was supposed to be some sort of tactician, but this was only a little better than standing and fighting to the death. She might be nice to look at, but he wasn't impressed otherwise.
"Took you this long to find a good place?" The voice was Veron's, and Melal turned to find her walking in after them with a heavy pack over her shoulder. "Looks a bit deep, so I guess it will do."
She dropped the pack heavily, though not before removing a flask from it. As she started to drink, Eraes frowned at her. "I thought we said no alc-"
"If I'm stuck with you lot through the whole rainy season, no way in hell I'm doing it sober." Veron drank longer, sighed, and capped the flask again. "But I'll pace myself, because you're right. We need to avoid any attention. I went to the second closest village and I don't think I raised too much of a fuss, but you never can trust these shitty little villages."
The others moved forward to see everything she'd bought, but Veron waved them away with her flask.
"I'm not done. I've got more news."
Laeri gave a hopeful smile. "Did you hear anything about Efeinas or the others?"
"What, you thought it'd be good news? Want me to tell you about the local wedding? True love, that is, definitely won't end with them hating each other." When Laeri lowered her head sadly, Veron continued. "No, the news is that Aryabaus has troops in the region. They're not looking for us, but there are a lot of them about. Even if we wait through the rains, getting out won't be as simple as we were hoping."
"Did you get any information on their numbers?" Eraes chewed on her thumb for a while. "No, I suppose you couldn't have. My hope was that we could sneak to the Bundlin region and split up, but now we might have to plan for another encounter. I don't like the odds there. Give me time to come up with a plan."
"I've got a plan. You little shits are going to spend the rainy season working your asses off so that you're worth something when we have to get out. I've saved you enough, I'm not doing it any more unless you can actually watch my back. So no more fucking around."
Slaten frowned at that. "We've been training regularly this entire time."
"You've been jumping from technique to technique like this whole world exists for you to train a bunch and get stronger." Veron started to unplug the flask, thought better of it, and threw it down onto the pack in disgust. "What we're going to do is focus on power, raw power. Technique is well and good, but what matters in the end is being able to kill whatever's in front of you."
They were silent at that, but after a pause Eraes nodded slowly. "That's not an unreasonable way to spend our time here. There's always the possibility that we'll be found, and we'll need power if we have to break through anyone on our way out."
"Figured you'd say that. Alright, everybody that's fighting, get over here. Laeri, get ready to heal, because there's gonna be some blood."
Laeri jumped when she was addressed, then bobbed her head seriously. "I'll do my best!"
That left four of them: him, Celivia, Tani, and Slaten. The others seemed more or less ready, but didn't say anything. The way Veron was speaking bugged him, though. He admitted that she could kill him, but that was just because she was so damn fast. This idea of focusing on power just sounded like nonsense to him, so he decided to say as much.
"Are you sure that all of us should be focused on power? I've been training my strength since I was a child." Melal flexed one arm, being sure to flex his inner strength as well. The pool of strength welled within him, deeper than he would need to draw. Veron eyed him for a moment, then gestured for him to approach.
"Alright, you first. Come hit me."
The blow wouldn't land, obviously. She'd dodge aside or knock it away or something like that. Still, this was his chance. Melal focused on his arm, letting the inner strength flow from his core all the way to his fingers. Then he lunged forward, punching at her face.
Veron caught his fist.
Melal's eyes shot open in surprise and he threw his weight into it, yet she didn't budge. She was smaller than him, surely even with inner strength he should be able to overpower her. He could feel the flow through her hand and threw what he had against it, struggling to force her back.
"See, this happens with a lot of young fighters. You think all that matters is having a lot of sein, like that's all there is to it. And I admit, you've built up a lot over the years. But what the fuck makes you think that you can actually use it all at once?" She began to push back and pain shot up his arm. Melal had no choice but to sink toward his knees as Veron overpowered him. "Having big reserves matters in a long fight, but if you're doing your job, the fight should be over quick. So all that matters is how much you can bring to bear at any one moment, and your body doesn't just learn that easily. It takes internal channels and other shit you don't need to care about now."
Melal's knees hit the ground and Veron finally let go of his arm with a slight wrenching movement. Melal clutched his arm to his chest, glowering at her. Laeri hurried closer with her staff to help him, but he pulled his arm away. It would be fine, Veron had just wanted to humiliate him. She'd pay, one day...
"Alright, you next." Veron drew her sword and pointed it at Slaten. "Show me."
He didn't hesitate, drawing his sword and thrusting forward. Even though there was little space between them, Veron knocked the blade aside easily. After a pause, she gave a small shrug.
"Could be worse, I guess. Your form is okay, and your sein is intense enough. But your work with the sein channels in your arms is shit, so the whole thrust is shit."
Slaten just accepted this mutely, nodding as she humiliated him. Of course, that's what he would do. At least Veron was going to treat them all equally. She gestured at Celivia next.
At first it looked like the other woman wouldn't do anything, then without warning her hand flashed out. The coil of metal in her grip shot forward, flying straighter than Melal would have thought possible. Veron took a step to the side and batted it to the floor contemptuously.
"Okay, I admit that your sein is good. You could still use more power, but I don't have any pointers. Figured it would be that way, actually." Veron stomped on one of the whip's blades. "I just wanted to say that your weapon is really fucking stupid."
Celivia narrowed her eyes and refused to back down. Finally, a proper reaction.
"How are you going to whip this thing around in close quarters? Like this cave, or, you know, any building? Throwing it out like that is a nice trick, but it's all you have in here. And it's not that great even outside, because your opponent has way too many chances to grab it."
"I don't deny that the weapon has weaknesses," Celivia said. "I intend to reduce those over time."
"You'd better reduce the hell out of them." Veron turned away and gestured at Tani. "Alright, you last. Throw or attack, whatever you're more comfortable with."
Tani gave her a slight bow, focused on one of her knives for a moment, then threw it. As expected, it had no chance of actually connecting. This time, however, Veron gave a slightly impressed grunt.
"Huh. Got to admit that you actually have everything pretty well balanced. Knives aren't so bad against untrained soldiers and there are a lot of tricks with them that are actually effective against warriors. But you're too balanced. Let's tip way, way over to one side."
"What?" Tani blinked at her. "I thought... for the sake of development, it was best to progress smoothly..."
"For development, maybe." Veron shrugged. "But we're more interested in staying alive. You need to be able to throw those knives and be sure they'll kill, not bounce off. The fancy shit can come later."
This seemed to trouble Tani, and Veron was obviously not going to offer much help. Melal finished shaking the pain out of his arm and considered drawing his sword. He wanted a second chance and to get started training. Veron was cocky now, but he'd show her how much he could improve.
When he lashed out, Veron knocked it aside without looking. "Alright, if you want to start, we can start. Let's see if you can't do any better than that."
Melal swung at her, not really trying to connect, just throwing as much power he could into each blow. It felt like he should be able to force his way through with a strong enough attack, yet Veron deflected them all just as easily. He growled, striking harder and harder until...
Until suddenly his back struck the cave floor, the strangely shaped rocks digging deep. Melal winced, struggling to get up despite the pain through his back. Veron shook her head and turned away.
"This is something you're not going to get through by just being really determined. We'll work more later."
Melal stayed there on his back, pretending to be thinking while he let the pain fade. Maybe there was some trick to it, then. That would explain why he couldn't use his full strength, why the others wouldn't acknowledge him. All he needed to do was master the trick and then they'd see.
Not far away, Tani and Eraes crouched by a wall. "The idea is valid," Eraes was saying. "Battles aren't fair, so if you have one overwhelming advantage, that is often enough. In the short term, focusing on a single strength is often more effective than balance."
"Like the Catai with their iron skin?"
"It's exactly the same thing. From my understanding, the term 'Catai' was originally a title that meant a degree of mastery. Long ago, when the Deathspawn were just on Orphos, supposedly. But when they started fighting us, they needed to increase their military force. And the fastest way to do that is train warriors in one very good defensive art, with offensive power secondary. You have to admit that it's an effective combination."
Melal scrambled to his feet. "So they're cheating!"
They both looked at him and after a pause Eraes answered. "Only in a sense. It's a perfectly valid strategy."
"But they look tougher than they actually are." Melal slapped a fist into his palm as he thought about it. "If you could be as strong and tough as a Catai while also having other skills, they wouldn't be anything special! They'd be nothing!"
"Well, they'd still be something to normal people. But yes, there are warriors much stronger than a Catai."
The idea lit up something in Melal's mind. His visions of his future self were dampened only by the realization that others had come close to listen as well. Celivia was watching quietly, as usual, and Slaten moved forward to speak.
"How high does the scale go?"
"I don't know for sure. In Teralanth, it was always said that the most powerful warriors were the heads of the Five Schools, but..." Her gaze was distant for a moment, then her focus returned. "There are certainly warriors who can do wondrous things, but I'm no expert, I can't say for sure."
"What about the Zeitai?" Slaten asked. Just the Deathspawn name in the question made Melal growl. One day he'd face them too, throw them out of his homeland. A small part of him wondered why he was so angry, felt as though something had changed...
"They probably stand near the top, though I hope there are humans stronger. According to reliable sources, every one of Zeitai Xetsu's fights with a true master has been long and difficult. Against two, even he might be defeated."
It was possible, then. Melal found himself grinning. He felt so light, as if the world was right again. That couldn't be, since he was holed up in this shitty little cave, yet he actually felt hope. The feeling was growing stronger inside him, filling the emptiness.
At that moment, someone stepped into the cave. Everyone else jumped in alarm, but Melal felt a sense of peace. The man standing in the entrance was not their enemy, but the very person they needed.
Efeinas stared at all of them as if seeing their faces for the first time. There was something different about him, without a doubt, but Melal couldn't put his finger on what it was. He wore the same robes and armor as he had before, though they were exceptionally clean for having been traveled in for days.
"Finally you get here." Veron got up and approached. "How did you find us?"
"I needed to find you, so I did." Efeinas spoke the words simply, yet they seemed right. "We must all work together to purge the enemy from our homeland."
"Are you fucking kidding me? You're the new H-"
"Yes. I am the Hero." Efeinas smiled gently and Melal felt his heart swell again. It was everything he had hoped for, new strength filling him. The old man he barely remembered must have been a pretender, a fool who had tricked him for a time. But this, this was the real Hero, the one who would lead them to victory...
Veron pulled out her flask and took a long drink. "Fucking mystic bullshit. Alright, you're the Hero. Where are all the men who were with you?"
The Hero paused for a moment as if the question surprised him, then he shook his head slowly. "They are dead, lost in the battle. But it does not matter. You know that I am not interested in men."
He stepped forward, his hand sliding around Veron's waist. Melal knew that he should have felt jealous, yet somehow this felt right too. The Hero might be more than a man, but he was also a man. He had needs, and-
Veron slapped Efeinas in the side of the head hard enough to make him stagger. Efeinas stared at her in shock, his face actually marred by the blow. Melal winced and held his head, suddenly confused with thoughts swarming through his mind. He staggered to one wall, trying to sort through them.
"You ain't the Hero that Goffoel was, looks like. Keep your hands to your fucking self." Veron stomped away to the pack. In one movement she kicked a large jug up and unplugged it. As she wandered away, she began to drink as if she wanted to finish the entire container.
The rest of them remained there, stunned. Melal could barely see the others, the world nothing but vague shapes that lacked their proper form. Efeinas was still a bright point of hope, the hero that he needed. Something wasn't quite right, but he must be the hero, had to be.
"We..." the hero paused, coughing. "We need to defeat the Deathspawn."
"We can do that after the rains end," Slaten said. He walked away, deeper into the cave, and many of the others followed him. Laeri sat as if frozen, her gaze transfixed on the scene before her. Melal couldn't concentrate, didn't want to think about her. Didn't want to think about anything.
Instead he stumbled out of the cave, squeezed through the crevice. Outside, he was able to breathe again. Beautiful white clouds covered the sky, lit up by the sun. Melal lay back and stared at them, hoping that everything would make sense. There was hope in his life again, he was sure of that much.
A drop of water struck his head. Melal sat up in surprise, yet could see no storm clouds, only endless white in all directions. Yet a moment later he felt another drop. Now that he listened, he could hear the gentle rush of heavier rain approaching over the grasses. This was unusually early for the first shower of the season, yet it was already beginning. After a time, Melal lay back and let the drops hit him.
It was going to be a long rainy season.




Chapter 20

-
"The first Corans to cross the great rivers were mere refugees seeking a second life and their needs were few. Indeed, some of the southern tribes embraced them to their great benefit. But as the years passed, the Corans began to form kingdoms, and kingdoms inevitably seek to grow. That growth would be the cause of much suffering for all Rhen."
- Nelee oral history
-
It was dawn and yet not dawn. Kolanin stared over the rooftops of Bundlin, watching the sunlight slowly illuminate the city. Though the sun was only beginning to rise here, it would be high in the sky over Orphos, which was a strange thought. They had asked him to come at a specific hour of the day, not caring about the fact that it was a different hour here, much less that Corans didn't track time so precisely.
Soon he would need to leave. He had already made his preparations and given instructions, but he found himself lingering.
His shoulder twinged where the sword had gone through it. Iralin said it was completely healed and so he didn't bother her about it, but the pain still troubled him at times. Perhaps it was only in his mind. Or perhaps he was merely getting old. His training might have extended his life by a few decades, but time would catch up to him eventually.
Kolanin reached into his robe and pulled out the voidlink, just turned it over in his fingers. A slender spindle of silver with a small notched sphere on the end, not remarkable in any way. It was worth more than anything being displayed in the early markets below. When he had lived in Orphos, they had been more common. It had been years since he had seen one, though they would have been more useful in the immensity of the Chorhan Expanse than back on Orphos.
Bringing him back via voidlink seemed wasteful when they could have used one of the Voidwalkers, but Kolanin suspected that there were political games afoot. Ever since the battle, his orders had been incoherent and contradictory.
Well, time to get to the bottom of it. Kolanin braced the silver spindle between three fingers and then snapped it in half.
The world twisted around him, as if it was nothing more than a cloth suddenly grasped by an enormous hand. Earth and stone and sky distorted as they crumpled toward him, yet at the heart of it an emptiness opened to swallow him. It wasn't even darkness, simply nothing, overwhelming his mind...
For a moment, he wasn't. Then the world unfurled itself around him and he stood in Ith Silvaros.
It was blindingly bright after the cool morning of Bundlin, forcing him to shield his eyes. The halves of the voidlink dissolved into sparks that faded to nothing. Kolanin felt slightly unsteady after being thrown across the world, but the disorientation faded quickly and he looked around himself.
He had arrived in a large open square near the center of the city, one he distantly remembered from his training. As his eyes wandered over the ornate stone buildings on all sides, he remembered the Voidwalker apprentices training here. No apprentices surrounded him now, and no one else appeared. Travel via voidlink might not be unheard of here, but it was still not common.
No one had come to greet him. Kolanin put his hands into his sleeves and adopted a respectable stance, wondering if he was mistaken or if it was a test.
From where he stood he could see out of the square to one street, filled with men and women going about their business. For a moment he was completely disoriented by the lack of humans. But this was Ith Silvaros: of course there were only mansthein. Most wore familiar silk robes similar to his own, but he saw more Laenan tunics than there had been before. There seemed to be some sort of fad for ornate hats, worn by both men and women.
As he watched, Kolanin heard clear chimes ringing through the air. He counted them and realized that he had arrived at precisely the correct time. Then the fact that there was no one present was not accidental. They intended to suggest he wasn't important enough to greet, though sending him a voidlink rendered that rather absurd.
When a man walked into the square Kolanin turned to him. "I don't suppose...?"
"Waiting for someone? Sorry, Naen, I'm on my way out." The man snapped a voidlink of his own and then contorted into a single point that vanished, leaving the air rushing to fill the space he had occupied. Kolanin sighed and began walking.
Though his memories of the city returned to him quickly, they wouldn't have been necessary to make his way to the Senate Hall. Almost anywhere in Ith Silvaros, one could feel a slight incline to the white stones underfoot. Head upward, and anyone could eventually reach the Senate.
Kolanin looked down, admiring the pure white of the stones and thinking about the amount of work it took to keep them clean. Not all parts of the city were kept this spotless, but it was a welcome relief from Bundlin. In his early years there he had tried to adopt cleaner street policies before realizing that he needed to choose his battles more carefully.
The smell was different too, the scents of dozens of flowers floating to him. As he walked up the street, Kolanin admired the flower seller stands and the garlands strung across the street overhead. Just when he was beginning to marvel at how many flowers there were, he realized he was being foolish.
It was spring. Admonishing himself with a grin, Kolanin took a moment to relish it. While there was a pleasant weight to the rainy season and he didn't mind the lack of humidity during the dry, he had missed seasons like these. His visit was not likely to be long, but he would enjoy it while he could.
As he walked, he saw an unusually large Catai go down on one knee to present a woman with a bundle of flowers. She laughed, took his arm, and they went off down the street together. Kolanin smiled, but his thoughts stuck on the woman from the nameless village, so worn and pained even before she had been slaughtered. His smile stayed on his face, brittle and empty, and he increased his pace.
Soon he approached the gates to the Senate Hall. They were made of pure silver, sweeping strands of the metal that suggested the shapes of long dead city leaders. Completely useless for repelling an assault, of course, but this was the heart of Ith Silvaros. That wasn't the point.
A guard in a sharp white uniform stopped him at the gate. "State your business, Naen."
"The Senate requested my presence, Naen. I believe they are expecting me."
"Seinan Kolanin? Yes, you are expected." The guard made a gesture to the other side and the silver gates swung open in utter silence. "The Senate remains busy with another matter, however, and requested that you wait in the anterior chambers."
Kolanin nodded - more games. The courtyard on the other side of the gates was exactly the same as he remembered it, the stylized sculptures in the center of the fountains on either side not even weathered. When he passed through the large white doors, however, he found that the central hallway had changed.
The last time he had been here, the walls had been lined by paintings, most of them of famous figures. Now only a few paintings remained, and he didn't see a single painting of any of the Zeitai. That was odd, even if paintings were no longer the style. Regardless, statues of many shades of marble seemed to be in vogue, lining the sides of the hallway and providing some much-needed color to the pale walls.
A young man gestured him into one of the side rooms and had him sit down on the cushioned couch. Soon after, he appeared bearing a white tray with several cups on it. "I fear I do not know your preference, Seinan Kolanin, but I have brought tea and wine for you."
"Thank you. And just Kolanin is fine."
"Of course." The man bowed as he set the tray down on the low table in front of the couch, then he was gone in a flash.
Kolanin reached for the cup of tea first, then remembered how they brewed neth here: barely any sein, little more than colored water. He would have much preferred something from real tea leaves to seinless neth, but regular tea was considered lower class. However, the saucer of dark red wine looked to be quite good, so he picked it up and took a sip.
The taste was exquisite, but what struck Kolanin more was the saucer. It was made of porcelain, the gently twisting pattern of the dish simple but flawless. They didn't make anything of this quality in the Chorhan Expanse.
For a short time, Kolanin relaxed. Yet it didn't take long for the luxury to begin to press on him from all sides, lulling him to sit back and rest. This wasn't where he wanted to be, wasn't where he could make any difference. Everyone knew exactly who they were here, exactly how life should be. Which meant that nothing would ever truly change, for all the superficial differences from season to season.
Restless, Kolanin started to get up - and saw that another man had just entered the room.
"Seinan Kolanin, I presume?" The man gave a lazy smile and strode in. He had light green hair, probably a mix of Laenan and Seinan features. Most in his position would have dyed their hair, but he proudly wore a Laenan double-breasted tunic. Not a particularly good one, either, with several tea stains visible on the front.
"Yes, I am. I am pleased to meet you, Laenan..?"
"Laenan Lanavin if you really must, but I hope you mustn't. Always sounded absurd to me, alliteration. In names and titles, at least." Lanavin tugged a chair from one side of the room into position across from the couch and sat down, only to stare up at him with a lazy smile. "Aren't you going to sit?"
Kolanin sank to the couch, watching the man. It might be insulting to presume he wasn't the Senate's representative, but... "Do you need something from me?"
"As a matter of fact, I do! I am a scholar, you see, studying certain human foibles that capture my interest. Since you have spent so much time on Breilin, you are of great, great interest to me!"
"Ah. I will need to meet with the Senate soon, but it seems I have some time before then."
"Of course, of course!" Lanavin reached forward, took Kolanin's cup of tea, and began drinking from it. "Is it true that humans from the Chorhan Expanse eat each other?"
"Not to my knowledge." Kolanin sat back and eyed the scholar, wondering if he was being entirely serious. "Certain groups have accused other humans of cannibalism, but always as a way to label them as savages. I know of a Tur-Nol ritual for the dead that involves the body's ashes, but that is not the same."
"Fascinating, fascinating. Tell me, do they have flowers there? I understand there are no seasons, of course."
"There are flowers. Corans - one of the largest human groups on Breilin - consider them to be weeds, so they aren't valued. But of course there are flowers. You could answer many of these questions if you visited yourself, you know."
"Oh, possibly, but voidwalking is so expensive and I hear it's beastly hot there."
Sitting there watching Lanavin finish off another cup of tea, Kolanin started to remember another of the reasons why he had left Ith Silvaros. The familiar sights and sounds had been comforting at first, but he'd had more than a few reasons. Kolanin gave the scholar a flat smile. "I'm afraid that I must prepare myself for meeting with the Senate, so I don't know how many more questions I can answer."
"Always so business-like, you military types!" Lanavin sniffed, then began running a finger along the rim of his cup. "Let me see... oh! Is it true that humans tell each other stories about some sort of special human who will rise up and kill all of us?"
"Mostly." Kolanin didn't have it in him to say any more. Lanavin looked disappointed, but at that moment the young aide entered and indicated that it was time for him to go.
Down the hallway again, this time through the doors at the end. Kolanin took a deep breath as he entered the massive Senate chamber. He kept his gaze forward, using his peripheral vision alone to examine the seats around him. Not so many in attendance today, which was better than being surrounded on all sides.
At last he came to stand in the center of the chamber, in the circle of silver laid into the white stone. Seats of white wood curved around him on all sides in six rising levels. The curves were interrupted only by the walkway to the entrance and by the row of individual chairs that sat atop a block of white marble before him. At least the primary Senators were in attendance, four men and two women staring down at him.
"Please wait a moment, Feinan Kolanin. We are finishing another discussion."
"Of course, Senatorios." They continued to speak to one another in low voices, likely of nothing.
Just another delay. Since he had greeted them properly, Kolanin was no longer quite so bound by propriety. While he waited, he looked upward, wondering if the new trends would even have replaced the fresco that had once covered the ceiling of the Senate chamber.
No. The Dark Lord still loomed overhead, pitch black in the mostly white chamber. Ornate white and silver gilding and the peaceful sky painted around him could do nothing to blunt the impact of that enormous visage, or those eyes. Red, but not mansthein eyes, just pools of crimson...
"Apologies, Feinan Kolanin. We would now hear your report on your activities in Breilin."
He lowered his gaze, refocused, and began giving his report. This was nothing but theater, as none of the Senators cared in the slightest about the details of his assignment or rebirth requests. Or his work at all, if he was honest with himself. This was the first time he had been called back in years, and it was only because he had gotten involved with the incident...
His voice faltered as he thought about the man in white, but Kolanin regained control and finished. What followed was an unnecessary set of exhortations, a mix of instructions to do what he would have done anyway and to do things that were completely impractical in the field.
What was the deeper game here? As he listened and nodded, Kolanin looked carefully at Senator Ildariel. The old man had been an influential Senator for a very long time and still appeared focused and alert. Not the sort of man who would waste time with pure ceremony. Kolanin saw that his silver hair was thinner and he had applied heavy makeup. Perhaps his skin was growing discolored and so he worked to maintain a pure Seinan gray.
At last they concluded the formalities and let him go. Dismissed, Kolanin bowed and departed the room. He walked out swiftly, yet uncertainly. Would they truly bring him here just for some game of their own and then simply let him go home? Surely it would not be so simple.
Just outside the door, his suspicions were confirmed when the aide spoke to him in a low voice. "Seinan Kolanin, Senator Ildariel would like to speak with you privately."
"I would be honored to speak with Senatorios Ildariel."
"Then step this way, please."
He was led down a small hallway to a spiraling stone staircase that the aide took at a familiar pace. They went up two floors before exiting into another corridor. Kolanin looked around curiously, never having been in this part of the Senate building, but it was all white corridors and closed doorways. In any case, he was quickly taken to one specific door, which opened onto a balcony.
"Senator Ildariel will join you shortly. May I bring you anything while you wait?"
"I'm fine, thank you."
With that, he was left alone. Two chairs and a table had been set out on the balcony, no doubt for this very meeting, but Kolanin ignored them. Instead he walked to the edge, set his hands on the ornate rail, and looked over Ith Silvaros.
From above, it was beautiful. Resplendently white in the sunlight, but also filled with natural greens and the silvery movement of crowds. Further out from the central district, larger regions were cast in the yellow and pink of spring. His heart ached as he remembered time spent under those branches, so much larger than the gnarled trees of the Chorhan Expanse. Before he left, he would have to visit those areas of the city.
Ith Silvaros ended with the great white walls, of course, with no sprawl of shanties outside the city limits. But to his surprise, he saw construction at multiple points along the wall. Apparently they were building new spires of some sort that curved in toward the city like claws. The exteriors were pure white, though judging from those under construction, the cores were far darker stone. While the effect wasn't terrible, it didn't match the city he knew and Kolanin felt vaguely dissatisfied at seeing the change.
"Feinan Kolanin! It has been some time."
Brushing such thoughts aside, Kolanin turned to bow to Ildariel. "I'm honored to meet with you, Senatorios."
"Let us sit down. I may not be old and tired yet, but we have heavy matters to discuss."
They sat in the two chairs, for a calculated moment staring out from the balcony. Up close, Ildariel did look much older, more lines in his face that couldn't be hidden. While all the laws about challenge by combat had been done away with centuries ago, his age would still be viewed as weakness by those below him. Kolanin reminded himself of what Ildariel must have needed to do to maintain his position for so long.
"Now, before we start talking, perhaps we should cool our throats with some neth? Just the thing for difficult conversations."
"Of course, Senatorios."
A different aide entered and set down another tray with a neth pot and two cups. Ildariel took his and began drinking eagerly, so Kolanin had little choice but to do the same. It was lukewarm and tasted of weak sein, even worse than purely tasteless neth. Kolanin drank it wordlessly.
"Ah, that is quite good. But I fear my schedule can afford no more delays." Ildariel's eyes turned to him, piercing beneath his bushy silver brows. "I apologize for the orders you have been given as of late, soldier. You are rather like the aurochs desired by four men." All of whom wanted to own it, so each pulled on a leg until the creature was torn apart. Not a good start.
"I do my best to obey, Senatorios. But have you brought me here to explain the situation?"
"Yes, quite. For all that some scorn Breilin, many interests have come together there. As a Senator, of course my only interest is in pacifying the region under our control. To that end, your strategy of negotiation is quite agreeable. But there are other concerns."
"Military commanders focused on East Corah?"
"For a start, yes. Their only concern is bringing down the human kingdoms and they consider you and your forces an accessory to that goal. But they are not the only ones." Ildariel took another sip of tea and hummed pleasantly. "Another concern is mercantile. Reports suggest that the region contains deposits of stone that could be used to manufacture voidlinks - quite a lucrative trade, I assure you. Were such an industry to be developed, I would be grateful... and not only as a Senator."
So that was what this was all really about. Kolanin had suspected the military conflicts, but not this. Ildariel would never state it directly, but he no doubt had the rest of the business set up, ready to make a tidy profit on the side.
"Well, Feinan Kolanin? Do you think the political situation could accommodate such a development?"
"Most likely." Technically he could refuse, since this smacked of corruption, but who could he report a Senator to? "But the region is rather unstable as of late. The humans are restless, telling stories of-"
"So I read." Ildariel dismissed them with a wave of his hand. "This is not about heroics, this is about business. Unfortunately, you are not the only one concerned about such things. That is the last of the men pulling you in a different direction: the Zeitai are interested."
Kolanin's hand shook and some of the tea spilled onto the balcony. "The Zeitai are involved?"
"Don't let the grand title fool you, the Zeitai have grown weak during your absence. Well, Zeitai Terza is proving an obstinate military force, but they are becoming irrelevant outside of the frontiers. Recently, several of the candidates to become the next Zeitai were actually slain in southern Fareshel - no new Zeitai was chosen at all because the ascension was such a failure." Ildariel shook his head. "It is shameful, but they are not what they once were. Even the Dark Lord on high is disappointed, I am sure."
"I see." Kolanin set down his cup carefully. "But what is their objective in my region?"
"It's all rather vague, I'm afraid. They are interested in these human myths, for one. I believe they also have some kind of agreement with the military to plant a spy in the human resistance and finally destroy it. Frankly, none of that is so important to me, and neither should it be to you."
"Meaning that I should attempt to comply with everyone, so long as it doesn't get in the way of setting up a mine for voidlink material."
"I am glad to see you are not a fool, Feinan Kolanin. I will have your cooperation?"
"Yes, Senatorios."
"Wonderful! I already have some idea of the best deposits, but better scouting must be done. You will receive further instructions marked with my personal seal." Ildariel put a hand on his shoulder as if they had become good friends. "You will not regret this, Kolanin. As an early token of my thanks, I have arranged for you to spend the night at the House of Violet Twilight before you return. You must be very tired after having gone so long without seeing a real woman, hmm?"
Of all the ways the conversation could have ended, that was not one he had been anticipating. Kolanin felt very old, though he was talking to a man who was even older and now wiggling his eyebrows. "Thank you, Senatorios, but I-"
"Not women, then? Hmm, I had thought - but no matter. A House as established as Violet Twilight can no doubt find a few men, or whatever else you may desire."
Kolanin wanted to say that it wasn't that, but didn't truly have the option to refuse. Even if the old man didn't take it as an insult, it would come off as refusing the agreement. Instead, Kolanin thought about the fact that the house would have at least a comfortable bed, a real bath, and some decent neth. He managed a smile. "Thank you for your generosity, Senatorios."
"Nonsense, this is just the beginning of the profits we can make together! Enjoy yourself, Kolanin - you are not so old yet!"
That was a clear dismissal, so Kolanin rose. He gave a respectful bow and then followed the aide, who was already opening the door for him. After glancing back once to see Ildariel sitting and looking over the city, he followed.
Once outside the Senate Hall, he was offered a guide, but the House of Violet Twilight was well-known enough that he didn't need one. Besides, he preferred to walk alone. Kolanin moved at a brisk pace, this time taking little pleasure from the sights of Ith Silvaros.
There was a time when he would have thought little of visiting a house of courtesans, but that time was many years ago. Before he had seen a great many sights he could not forget. He told himself that all the women there would be drinking childbane, that it would be nothing like the Pits of Spathor or the poor butchered woman. Another part of him wondered what Iralin would say about the situation. He suspected that she would laugh, but the laughter wouldn't reach her eyes.
Instead of thinking about any of that, Kolanin tried to focus on the simple luxuries. The army did not approve such expenditures, and he would never have been able to afford anywhere so expensive before. He had a feeling that the luxury would soon make him uncomfortable, but he would not refuse one night. It might be a good reminder of the reasons he preferred life in Bundlin.
Sooner than expected, he stood before the House of Violet Twilight, staring up at the many-tiered eaves. Each white on the top, but violet underneath. Newer houses built in lower regions of the city were treated more shamefully, but the House of Violet Twilight was old enough that it inherited an air of respectability. Of a sort.
Kolanin took a deep breath and entered, resolving to remain completely focused. To his surprise, the first room was empty. Tasteful paneling on all walls, alcoves with cushions, violet silks hanging from the ceiling... but no customers. He didn't normally visit such places, but that surprised him.
A single woman stood in the center of the room, bowing deeply when she saw him. "Welcome, Seinan Kolanin. Welcome to the House of Violet Twilight."
Surely Ildariel would not have rented the entire house for him? That would have been absurdly extravagant, even if the Senator aimed to impress him. But when the woman straightened, Kolanin caught a hint of tension in her body. Her face held a perfect false smile, but he was sure he had seen the tension. Furthermore, her robes were wrapped so that they could potentially show off much more skin, but she had them drawn conservatively around her.
"Please come this way and relax, Seinan."
More of that tension. Surely she wouldn't be this way about her normal work, so Kolanin was far from relaxed. As he let her lead him deeper into the building, he did his best to smile. "I am very tired. All I want is to bathe myself and sleep."
"I am deeply sorry, Seinan. But we cannot give you any of the services that were paid for." She stopped beside a door, her eyes flickering toward it nervously. "I... I do not think he likes to wait."
Not bothering to hide his frown, Kolanin readied himself and opened the door a crack. No visible sign of life and he sensed no one. The door appeared to lead to a room with one open wall that looked out into a garden. Beautiful, but he had no time to look at it.
When Kolanin opened the door and stepped through, the scent of neth hit him like a wall. It smelled like pure sein was boiling, more intense than he had ever felt it. A cup like that would not be soothing or revitalizing - he wondered if neth that intense would kill.
The smell came from a single cup, sitting on a small table in the center of the room. Kolanin would almost have thought that he was meant to enter and drink the cup, if not for the high-backed chair that sat beside it. From this angle it was impossible to see if there was anyone sitting in it, though he still sensed no one.
"Seinan Kolanin." A slender hand reached from the chair and picked up the cup. "We should talk."




Chapter 21

-
"Master Heri struggled mightily against her own shadow, and it seemed that she would be victorious. But no man or woman can defeat themselves. As the battle continued, her shadow smiled a pale smile and raised one hand. With that hand she tore the very stars from the sky, rending all that lay below."
- excerpt from an ancient Nelhae story of unclear provenance
-
The rain blanketed the world. It was worst inside the caves, a constant pattering that leaked in and soaked the floor despite their best efforts. The stench of so many living together, obvious at the best of times, had become overwhelming. Tani had moved to the entrance so she could at least see the sky, but that wasn't much better.
Instead of golden grasses in all directions, the world had become a gray sky over shadowed land. The rain had beaten down all the grass. A gust of wind sent a spray of drops against her face and Tani ignored it. Hopefully this rain would end soon and the clouds would part at least a little. The sunlight seemed all the more beautiful for being rare.
It wasn't like the rainy season at home, playing in the rain as a child and later training in it. Partially because she wasn't home, but also because her circumstances were so different. The rainy season trapped them here, yet it also protected them. When the rains ended, they would need to leave and fight. Then they would see if their work had been enough.
She was still working even though she wasn't thinking about it, sein circulating within her. Instead of flowing naturally, it seemed to heat up inside her. Though Veron said emotions weren't necessary, Tani focused on her anger, thoughts of Efeinas and those who had died and a dozen minor annoyances. Sein boiled and she boiled with it.
Her nostrils burned with mint and her mouth was filled with spices, yet Tani kept pushing. Instead of gathering all the sein within her naturally, Tani forced it into one arm. It tried to flow back into her body again and her instincts rebelled, yet she pushed on.
As she maintained her concentration, her arm began to burn. It was almost pain, almost pleasure, not truly either. Closing her eyes, she tried to force the burning further down her arm, into just her hand and wrist, but it became more difficult. Veron said that for practice she should try to concentrate it into one finger, but that seemed completely impossible to her so far.
All at once it was too much. Tani flinched back, wringing her hand as the sein recoiled. The smells and tastes mixed for a moment while she reeled, completely off balance, so Tani breathed deeply and centered herself. That wasn't part of Veron's training, but it struck her as appropriate. An old exercise her master had taught her when she first learned to control her sein, now returning to deal with intense and intentional unbalancing.
Though she had just been sitting there with one arm raised, Tani felt tired. She got to her feet and stretched, staring out into the rain again. Now it just seemed drab and depressing. Best to go back inside and see what the others were doing, though it was always cramped.
Just before she turned to go back inside, Tani noticed someone approaching beneath a broad wooden umbrella. She felt a surge of fear before realizing that it was Efeinas. They didn't like him wandering outside and potentially getting them all caught, but they couldn't really stop him. He seemed a little more heroic every day and she constantly had to remind herself that he was just a man, and not a good man at that.
Normally she would avoid him, but this time she saw that he was walking with someone else. Peering closer, Tani saw that it was Laeri. Efeinas had his arm around her shoulder possessively. From a distance it was difficult to see how she was reacting, but it left Tani uncomfortable.
A few steps into the rain and her hair was plastered to her head. Tani tied one of the strings on her jacket closed to provide a little protection against the rain and otherwise accepted that she would be soaked. When she got closer, she saw that Laeri was laughing uncertainly.
Efeinas glanced up at Tani with a look of pure hatred. Sometimes his eyes held a simple purity, but at this moment she saw a mix of lust and anger. So she had been right. Tani moved under the umbrella and managed a smile.
"Laeri, you're needed back in the cave. Veron didn't hold back on Slaten and Melal again, so they need your help."
"Oh dear! I wish she wouldn't do that." Laeri sighed and then turned to smile at Efeinas. "It was... very inspiring talking to you. I hope we really can do everything you said."
"Of course we will. The enemy cannot stand before the army I'm gathering." In that moment, Efeinas did look more like the old Hero. Whatever else he wanted, he did seem sincere in his desire to kill Deathspawn.
Laeri stepped out from under the umbrella and gave a soft cry. Feebly putting her sleeves over her head, she ran toward the mouth of the cave, stumbling a little in the puddles.
Once she arrived, Tani stopped looking at her. Instead she turned back to Efeinas, who glared at her with none of the nobility from a moment before. The hand holding the umbrella's staff was very tight, while his other arm hung loosely.
"You're proving annoying, girl. I won't do anything to her that she doesn't want."
"Laeri is young and naive." And she had a suspicion that Efeinas might be able to manipulate her with more than just words, though she had never been able to say that aloud. "Leave her alone."
Efeinas growled. "Don't test my patience. I have many warriors much stronger than you now. You're not needed for the fight against the Deathspawn."
"Maybe not. But someone has to fight for Laeri."
He started to move and Tani defensively drew her sickle knife. Efeinas paused, but his expression twisted into one of mockery. "You really don't believe yet, do you? But you'll see. No one can stand against the Hero. The only question is how hard your lesson is."
Abruptly his fingers jabbed out, striking her shoulder. Tani desperately tried to circulate her sein against him like Celivia had taught her, but it wasn't enough, his skill was overwhelming. The numbness began spreading down her arm...
So Tani flicked her sickle knife out of it, caught it with her other hand, and brought it to his neck.
Efeinas didn't flinch, staring back at her. He wasn't afraid, she knew that - even if she'd tried to cut him, she wasn't sure it would have been effective. And though it was hard to remember, fighting through the haze in her mind she remembered that the old Hero had killed humans as easily as Deathspawn. But he hadn't killed any of them and she thought - hoped - that something held him back.
"Just don't bother Laeri," she forced herself to say. When Efeinas took a step backward, out of range of her sickle knife, Tani held it up a moment longer, then withdrew it.
"You're lucky I have higher concerns." With that, Efeinas walked away, taking the umbrella with him and leaving her in the rain. She watched him go, growing smaller in the distance. As the rain became more intense, the streams of water came down the sides of the umbrella like a wall.
Tani wrapped her arms around herself and realized how wet and cold she was. As she started to walk back, she began Veron's exercise again. Unfortunately, though it felt like burning, it didn't do much to actually warm her up because it was just an impression in her mind. Melal said that being able to truly perceive sein with the sense of touch was warmer, but she hadn't obtained that yet.
It was easier not to think about Efeinas these days. He was less casually cruel now, never bothering Eraes and mostly ignoring Tani. But he was focused in a way he had never been before. When that didn't take the form of wandering far from the cave, she worried that his focus would fall on Laeri.
Back at the cave entrance, Tani found Celivia standing and watching the rain. She didn't make eye contact, staring out through the crevice, but when Tani entered she spoke. "What did he do to Laeri?"
"Nothing, I don't think. Not as much as he wanted to. Is she okay?"
"Flustered. Not thinking clearly. Not that any of us really are." Celivia finally turned to look at Tani, eyes cool. "How many men does the Hero have now?"
"Efeinas."
"Efeinas, then. How many men does he have?"
"I'm not sure." Tani began wringing out her clothes over the short channel they'd dug to prevent flooding. "He talks like it's a great many."
"Are there that many just wandering around in the rainy season?"
"He may be finding groups hiding like we are. Thieves. Mercenaries. Village guards. I suppose we should be grateful that he's somehow managing to avoid being noticed. But it makes hiding out here seem stupid."
"I don't think the same rules apply to him." It seemed like Celivia might say more, but her voice trailed off. After a pause, she gave Tani a narrow smile. "On another note, I'm impressed with how fast you're learning. I feel like I need to work hard not to be left behind."
"That's kind, but you're exaggerating." Still, Tani smiled back. Celivia's smile cut straight through to her core in a way that still surprised her. "I'd rather keep working on the exercises we were doing before. Veron's technique may be effective, but it's boring doing the same thing for so many days at a time."
"Maybe after we get to safety, we can go back to old exercises."
Celivia soon seemed distant again, staring out into the rain. There were certainly many things to be gloomy about. Tani moved inside, wishing the air of the cave wasn't so damp. She found Laeri healing a slash across Slaten's chest, blushing and trying not to look at him. It was unclear if Slaten noticed, he just nodded to Tani as she entered.
Meanwhile, Veron and Melal lounged on the other side of the cave, trading a gourd between them. Melal seemed to be in a good mood and waved her closer. "Tani, come over here! We're celebrating!"
"What are we celebrating?"
"You kids aren't doing so bad," Veron said. She extended the jug in Tani's direction. "Go on, have a drink."
"Ah... sorry, but no."
Melal glowered. "No? You don't want to drink with us?"
"I can't handle it at all. I get flushed after just a little and after that I feel very sick." Some others in her tribe had been the same way, so she had always just avoided alcohol. Her master said that with training she could prevent the reaction, but it had never seemed worth it to her.
Veron grunted and took the drink herself. "Yeah, some Rhen are like that. Good to know your limits, I guess." After another swig, she looked at Tani thoughtfully. "You've been keeping up your exercises, right? But you haven't exhausted your sein?"
"Yes to both. I am ready for more training, if you want."
"I do want. Get over here, give me your hand."
Not certain what the older woman intended, Tani crouched down beside her and extended her hand. Veron handed the jug to Melal, then took Tani's hand with both of hers. One massaged her wrist while the other pulled back. It felt strange and there was no sein component that Tani could feel.
Abruptly Veron stabbed her in the finger with a needle. Tani jerked her hand back with a yelp, more surprised than hurt. Yet instead of fading, the pain of the sting seemed to be growing, spreading down her hand. She looked up at Veron in surprise.
"What did you...?" She had to cut off, gritting her teeth. Instinctively she tried to concentrate her sein against the pain, but it didn't seem to be doing much good.
"Jabbed ya with some poison." Veron sat back and extended her hand for the jug. Melal was staring in surprise, so she took it out of his hand. "Not normal poison, mind. Tries to move from your blood into the flow of your sein. Better fight it quick."
Tani had already been doing her best, the burning sein warring with the stinging sensation. At first it had been steadily advancing up her arm, yet as she concentrated she managed to push it back. It was strange, less spiritual than any sein exercise she'd ever felt, more like the sein was pumping through her veins. Though it hurt, the inside of her arm felt like it was being scoured clean.
Maintaining a balance around her wrist, Tani managed to look up and smile at Veron. "I think I understand. It's not poison, it's a teaching tool. The body instinctively fights the pain, so it forces you to use your sein more intensely."
"Nope, it's poison. You'd better fight it off or Laeri isn't getting any sleep tonight." Veron waved the needle around with her free hand. "So, who's next?"
~ ~ ~
When the bladed whip lashed out at him, Slaten had no choice but to take a step back and knock it aside. His boot sank into the muddy ground, throwing him off. Celivia didn't hesitate for an instant, jerking her whip back and sending those blades lunging at him again.
How could she put so much force into such a disconnected weapon? It had taken him enough work to use his sword fully and view it as an extension of himself. Using his sein with a weapon like that... it was possible that he was simply not built for it, just as he wasn't able to heal.
While he was distracted, the whip licked out again, this time biting into his shoulder. Even just practicing, it hurt. Celivia was very good at the exercise Veron had been teaching them, her sein always sharp and dangerous.
But after two months, Slaten wasn't bad at it either. He rushed forward, deeper into her range. As expected, she redirected the whip, which arched down toward his back.
His slash met it with enough force to knock the whip aside and still strike at her. He had expected Celivia to block with the duusha horn knife in her other hand, but to his surprise she smoothly stepped aside and stabbed out at his stomach.
She intended to stop her blow just before it touched him, ending the sparring match. Slaten didn't stop. He ran into the knife, ignored the pain in his stomach, and swung his sword against her neck.
They froze there for a moment. Slaten gasping for breath and trying to ignore the way his stomach was bleeding. Celivia with her knife still in his stomach and looking at the blade by her neck. After a pause, he caught a glimpse of her knife-like grin and she pulled her blade out.
"You're taking this much too seriously, Slaten."
"It was supposed to be a mock fight." He winced and dropped back against a nearby outcropping, trying to hold back the blood. "I knew I couldn't beat you, so I was aiming for us both to die from the beginning."
"Heh. Probably not wise to accept death from the beginning, but I can't fault your determination." Celivia turned away and caught Laeri's attention.
The Estronese woman hurried over, gasping at the wound. "Oh dear! Celivia, don't just stab someone like that, even in practice! Okay?"
"He threw himself onto it, actually."
Laeri's eyes turned on him, half stern and half surprised. "Slaten! That's not a very good thing to do. You aren't being reckless just because I'm here to heal you, are you?"
He stared back at her.
"Oh..." Laeri sighed and touched his stomach, her sein beginning to flow into him. In the beginning it had ached more, hindering him, but he was beginning to get used to the impact of having injuries healed. "You really shouldn't do that, you know?"
"She's actually right." Celivia stood behind her, arms folded. "Forcing your body to train constantly might help in the short term, but it will catch up to you eventually."
"Maybe," Slaten said. "But getting killed would hurt the long term a lot more. Are you telling me you've never gone too far because you needed to?"
She stared back at him, not responding except for her eyes, which were answer enough. Though it had softened since their first meeting, that hard intensity still lurked within her. Judging from that flat look, she definitely knew what it meant to go too far.
"Is that okay? Does it feel better?" Laeri pulled back, giving him a hopeful smile.
"It does, thank you." She beamed at his answer and stepped back, wrapping both hands around her staff again.
They stayed there for a while longer, not talking but not wanting to go back into the cave just yet. Now that the rains came in sporadic waves, the cave's stuffiness was even more unpleasant. While staying out in the breeze carried some risk, with Efeinas running around the entire region, excessive caution felt unnecessary.
"I think that's most of it." Eraes emerged from the crevice carrying a pack, which she set down next to them. "I don't know when Veron and Tani will get back, but we're ready to go. Wait, are you still training? Even now?"
Slaten nodded and Eraes rolled her eyes. Meanwhile, Laeri wrung her hands around her staff. "Are you sure we should go? I mean, shouldn't we wait for the Hero to get back?"
"We have no idea when that will happen and we can't afford to waste too much time. Traveling while there's still some rain, we have a slight element of surprise. But the drier it gets, the more soldiers will be out there. Sounds like it will get ugly out west."
He hadn't kept up with the newest information from outside, instead focusing on the one thing he could control. Now that they were going to travel again and face a dangerous environment, that felt slightly foolish. But even if he understood everything about the situation, what could he do about it?
Before they could talk for long, Tani and Veron appeared on the horizon. Despite the mud, they ran freely over the grasslands toward them. It looked like they were talking while they ran, though they stopped before they arrived. Tani looked cheerful, while Veron was dour and had a new jug at her waist.
"There's no one anywhere near!" Tani said. "I'm hopeful we can make it to the Nellanni River without running into anyone."
Veron nodded. "But you're probably going to have to fight after we split up, so you kids remember what you learned. Don't be fucking idiots and think you can take on a Catai now just because you trained a little."
They all nodded agreement, as they'd grown used to doing with Veron. Even if she didn't start pulling out poison needles, life was a lot easier when they agreed with her. Around that time, Melal woke up with a yawn and came to join them. Then they were ready.
Tani looked back toward the crevice, barely visible from their position. "I feel like we should say farewell to the cave somehow, after spending so long inside it."
"I never want to see that fucking cave ever again." Veron grabbed Tani's shoulder to spin her to face east. "Let's get out of here."
They started walking, but they hadn't gone far before they spotted someone. By now, Slaten was good at determining that it was Efeinas moving toward them, not a mansthein warrior. He had a unique run, especially with his long sleeves flapping in the wind. Though he wasn't glad to see him, Slaten would be glad for the new Hero's power if it came down to a fight.
When Efeinas stopped in front of them, he extended his hands to either side expansively. "We are assembling! This is your last chance to join us before we march!"
All of them stared at him, yet he didn't seem to care. Turning on his heel, he headed back east. They had no choice but to follow.
The longer they ran after him, the more the sunlight started to hurt Slaten's eyes. He had told himself that he would keep his head and remember who Efeinas was, yet the man seemed different now. Though Slaten didn't think about him as the Hero, it was getting hard to remember why that was important. They ran together, untiring but silent.
By the end of that day, they had been met by several other groups. Hard men who looked like they had been on the wrong side of the law, though now they followed after Efeinas, shouting in response whenever he called out.
That night they were joined by a larger group, including two women. Both of them went with Efeinas as the night wore on, his arms around their shoulders. Slaten just stared into the fire, trying to focus, but after a pause, Celivia kicked his leg.
"Hey. Did the old one ever do that? Goffoel, I mean."
"Huh?" You mean... with two...?" Slaten closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead with one hand. "No. I don't think so. He didn't seem to care about anything except killing Deathspawn."
"I tried to talk to Veron about him. She said he was a normal, slightly simple-minded man, before... uh, before." Celivia stared into the fire without blinking. She hid it well, but he could tell that she was struggling to think clearly, just as he was.
"Whatever happens with... this, it's still them. The old one was still Goffoel. The Hero is still Efeinas." He winced as he unintentionally used the title, but Celivia nodded.
"I wonder how long it lasts. If he'll keep changing. The first one you saw... what was he like?"
Slaten's throat was almost too dry to answer. "Worse. Much worse. Like there was nothing else there, just..." Just that smile. That untouched blade. The purity within the violence.
Neither of them said anything else, could say anything else. After a while, Tani came and sat down between them, hugging her knees to her chest silently. They eventually settled down for the night, but he wasn't sure if any of them got any sleep.
All too soon it was morning, harsh and bright. Efeinas had already moved on, urging them to reach the river. Some of the new arrivals couldn't keep up, but he didn't seem to care, running faster and faster as they finally saw the blue streak of water on the horizon.
But it wasn't just the river. There was a large crowd gathered before it and several ships floating off the shore. Large-hulled Nol ships with several masts, like only occasionally came to Bundlin. There were more people on board and he struggled to count them. They seemed endless... no, not endless. There were hundreds, not thousands. Not endless.
When they drew close enough, Efeinas stopped and turned to them, spreading his arms again. "This is the army that I've gathered! Now that you are here, it is complete."
Had his eyes always been so pale and bright? The robes Efeinas wore still held the same colors, yet those colors seemed richer and truer than any Slaten had ever seen. And the sun was so painfully bright, illuminating him as he stood there before the army that he had drawn from nothing.
"That's a lot of bodies," Veron said. She had her jug open and took another long drink before speaking again. "How many of them are good in a fight?"
"What matters is not strength of arms, but strength of conviction!" After a pause, Efeinas glanced to the side, eyes no longer so bright. "Most of them are sein-trained. A few hundred are good. Maybe half a dozen about as good as the two of us."
Could that be true? If so, this army was one of the strongest Slaten had ever seen in person. He was unsure of the size of the forces in Bundlin, but he didn't think the Deathspawn had that many experts. All of them lurched into motion, preparing to march or sail.
Tani gave a strangled gasp and stumbled a step back. Slaten automatically moved to help, but she didn't fall, just gripped his arm tightly. "How did he convince a Helsuu tribe to join him? They shouldn't... they hate outsiders, I don't see how..."
Slaten looked more carefully and saw just how diverse the army was. In the blinding sunlight, they had all looked like one unified force. Now he could see that there were many Corans, but also a large group of Rhen, and another significant group of Nol, especially on the ships. The Hero stood before them all, a proud smile on his face.
It was difficult to say anything. Efeinas looked as though he might walk away at any moment. Before he did, Eraes managed to choke out some words. "What's the plan?"
"The plan?" The Hero turned back to them, smiling brightly. "We march to victory over the Deathspawn. We march to take back Bundlin."




Chapter 22

-
"The old master explained to the Red Warrior that if he walked for one year without using sein, he would regain far greater power. He spoke the truth, yet the Red Warrior refused to believe it. Without anything to fill his soul except power, he became miserable and wretched. On his way down the mountain, the Red Warrior insulted the honor of another warrior and was immediately killed, as he had killed so many before him.
So it was, so it is, and so it will be."
- excerpt from the Tale of the Red Warrior, a popular Nelhae story
-
For once, Kolanin managed to work without pausing. Paper after scroll, gripe after triviality, he dealt with everything on his desk.
Mostly because he didn't want to think about the reports on the other end.
He'd stacked them there together and told himself that he would read them soon. Just as soon as he finished a little more work. The complaints of merchants might be insignificant and slightly changing the rates of taxation might accomplish little, but at least they did something. They helped Bundlin take a step closer to what he hoped it could be.
Unless it didn't matter in the end.
The offer from Ildariel frustrated him, but he could work with it. Mining materials for voidlinks could work out, even if the profit was taken by rich Seinan back on Orphos. The order necessary to maintain it would make peace an official objective. Staffing the mine could provide many jobs for local workers. They might be able to expand to mining other materials and strengthen the region.
Unless...
Kolanin couldn't forget about the final meeting, try as he might. Succinct, eminently reasonable, terrifying. He didn't think it included any lies, though he hadn't been told everything. It would be easy to set it aside and forget about stories of Heroes and Legends, if not for those damn reports.
Growling low in his throat, Kolanin pushed away his work and picked up the stack of report scrolls. Most he had already read, and all seemed familiar. Tales of a human who called himself a Hero, who inspired others to follow him, who seemed to be something more than human. It wasn't over. Just as he'd been told.
And that meant that the two terrors who had arrived in Bundlin had a reason to be there. He wished them luck in tracking down the new Hero before he could kill anyone else, but he never wanted to see them again. One Zeitai was too many for a lifetime, much less three...
Shouts sounded from outside his door and Kolanin leapt to his feet, eager for a distraction. Sounds of a clash in the corridor, then the door slammed open.
To his shock, Slaten stood there, gasping for breath. He had drawn his sword, but it hadn't seen combat. They stared at one another for some time before Slaten finally took a deep, shuddering breath and spoke.
"Kolanin... I can't explain everything... but the Hero is coming. He's bringing an army. I'm not far ahead of him."
No. No, not like this. Kolanin feared not for himself, but for Bundlin. Though Slaten looked half mad, Kolanin believed him. He straightened his back, focusing on what could be salvaged. "We need to stop him before he enters the city. Is h-"
"It's too late. Half the army is coming up the river in ships, the other half disembarked and is coming from the west."
"The west? They're entering the human side of the city?"
Slaten paused, put a hand to his forehead and closed his eyes. His voice came slower, stumbling over the words. "There was... a reason. Save the h-human side first. Or... someone on the inside... can't close the gate..."
Kolanin watched the young man with pain lancing through his heart. He could imagine what he had struggled through to bring the warning. His memories of fighting the Hero came into focus, especially how clouded his mind had been faced with that terrible brilliance. How much worse would it be for humans, captivated by his glory? Slaten had managed to overcome that and fought his way here.
And he was too late. Kolanin heard the shouts and screams begin from outside.
~ ~ ~
Tani's heartbeat pounded through her body, so loud that it drowned out the yelling. She was running without being certain why, her mind racing to catch up.
Before they had entered the city, there had been a plan. To sneak out ahead of the army and... do something. Warn someone. Prevent unnecessary bloodshed, though she didn't see how it would have worked now.
But then the Hero had let out a battle cry and everyone roared in response and even though Tani clutched her hands over her ears she found herself running with them. Slaten sprinted out ahead of the crowd, Eraes and Laeri managed to hold back near the city walls, and Celivia had disappeared sometime afterward.
Now Tani was running alone with the rest of the army, struggling to regain herself.
They hadn't attacked the first humans they ran across, but the Deathspawn patrol had been hacked to pieces. The violence had scattered from there, people killing one another on all sides. Some civilians managed to hide in their homes, but others were cut down in the streets and more joined in the battle with crude weapons.
A Coran man appeared in front of her and swung his sword without even hesitating. Tani nearly struck him in the face with her sickle knife and only barely managed to hold herself back. Instead she ducked past him, running even faster and putting some distance between her and the rest.
Warriors flashed past her, Deathspawn and human. It didn't matter, she avoided them all until the sounds of the screams weren't so loud. Only then did she manage to catch her breath, wipe her eyes, and let herself think again.
It was too late to prevent the battle from reaching Bundlin. She didn't think that she could stop Efeinas. Hopefully Kolanin could kill him, assuming he was there. No, she needed to save something. Make some difference.
The first thought that occurred to her was to find Dhunor and Yomeri and make sure they were safe. As relatively prosperous Nelee Rhen, they might be targeted by Corans if everything dissolved into chaos. She wasn't sure if the Hero's presence would make such looting more or less likely, but she didn't want to leave it to chance.
As Tani headed out, ahead of the fighting, she noticed others who had broken from it as well. Kelfaa, Coran, Nol... the only common trait she saw among them was that they felt much stronger than her and they seemed mostly in control of themselves. But where they were going, she couldn't be sure. Looking to fight Catai, perhaps? She hadn't seen any of the massive Deathspawn yet, and they would need their strongest warriors against the Catai to take Bundlin.
No, not that. Tani shook her head and chased after them.
They all converged on a single street, almost as if something was drawing them. She thought she recognized the street - it led to a dead end with a noodle wagon that had broken down and become a permanent fixture. Tani sprinted ahead of the group and hit the wall of one of the nearest houses at a run, propelling herself up the side before catching the top and climbing to a vantage point on the other side.
Below, she saw that the dead end street was mostly empty. She spotted the warriors near the entrance and two things stuck out to her. First, Veron was among them with her sword drawn. Second, there was a strange sort of pole standing in one corner of the street. It was cut into six flat sides instead of a smooth circle and it seemed to be made of stone.
Tani dragged her gaze away from all the movement to the wagon at the other end, which was remarkably quiet by contrast. The noodle wagon sat there like normal, with a middle-aged woman who was vaguely familiar to her. But it was empty... except for one guest who was impossible to miss.
He was the largest man Tani had ever seen, if he was a man at all. Even sitting, he dwarfed the noodle wagon, and when standing she thought he would be more than a head taller than any Catai. Though he looked thicker as well, his entire body was covered in dark blue armor so that she couldn't see even the slightest glimpse of his skin.
No, he was armor. The oddity of his movements came together for her in a moment of intuition. He wasn't wearing armor, he was a Deathspawn with a body that was made of armor. Instead of steel it had the consistency of stone, but the shape reminded her of heavier Coran armor. Though she had never seen any Coran armor with such vicious spikes on the elbows, shoulders, and helm.
The man of armor was currently drinking a bowl of soup. It looked like a cup in his hand and he simply poured it into the slit where his mouth should have been. He gave a sigh of satisfaction and set the bowl down heavily.
"Not bad. Another!" His voice sounded like mountains grinding together.
"My... my lord..." The woman trembled in place, gaze shifting between the Deathspawn and the small army of humans moving toward him from behind. "They... they..."
"Another time, then. This will do for payment." The Deathspawn set down something on the shop table, shining like gold but mangled. Tani realized after a moment that it was a crushed helm. "Run along now."
Not even picking up the helm, the woman fled from her wagon into the nearest house. The strange armored Deathspawn turned casually to face the warriors approaching him, leaning back against the noodle wagon as if it was a backrest.
Where his eyes should have been, there were only burning green pits. If Tani had doubted that this was no person in armor, her doubt was destroyed in that moment. Though he merely leaned back casually, Tani found herself struggling to breathe as she watched.
"I am Zeitai Xetsu, the Bloody Pantomime. Perhaps you have heard of me?" His face shifted slightly, more than a real helm could have moved. The expression was difficult to read, yet seemed to match his tone of mild amusement. None of the approaching warriors responded. "Ah well. I cannot blame you for attempting an attack when you do not know me. Indeed, I could not blame you for wanting to try yourselves against me if you did."
"Die, Deathspawn!" One of the men roared, prompting a sigh from Xetsu.
"Terribly unoriginal. Very well, let me tell you how this is going to go." He rose to his feet in a single swift movement, more than half again as tall as the tallest man facing him. The warriors drew back and began to spread out to surround him - Xetsu ignored them and pointed toward the stone pillar. "I will take ten steps down the street. Until then, have your fun. Then I will pick up my staff. After that, everyone still here will die."
He stood still for a moment, letting the announcement sink in. Then he took a step.
Warriors attacked him from all sides. Swords and axes and clubs struck him, blows filled with sein that would have crumpled steel armor, yet they did nothing. Xetsu simply took a second step. Disbelieving their own eyes, the warriors kept attacking. Not so much as a single chip fell from his armor as he took another step.
Three steps taken, seven remaining until the staff at the end of the street.
They pulled back, no longer attacking wildly. A Rhen warrior stood in front of him, focusing on his spear and gathering his sein. He threw everything he could into a single thrust, the spear striking Xetus in the eye socket at point blank range so hard that the spear tore itself apart. Tani watched without taking a breath, not even daring to draw a knife, knowing it would be useless.
Five steps.
A Coran warrior leapt onto the Deathspawn's back, stabbing her blades in the cracks of his armor, to no apparent effect. A warrior in a broad Nol hat moved in front of the Zeitai and raised a palm in front of his face before touching Xetsu over the heart. Tani wasn't sure of the technique, but the warrior seemed surprised when he was simply pushed aside.
Three steps remaining.
At that point Veron ran up to the staff, grabbed it, and ran off.
From her viewpoint, Tani caught a split second change in the monstrous Deathspawn's expression. The holes that surrounded his eyes opened slightly, those terrible green pits widening. Though his mouth was only a slit, it shifted in something that might have been amusement.
Then he was simply gone. A gale force of wind smashed through the courtyard in all directions, knocking some warriors off their feet. Even from a distance Tani was pushed back, but she didn't care about that. Her eyes had no hope of following the movement, she just desperately searched until she found him.
Xetsu stood on top of the building opposite her, his staff in one hand and Veron in the other. His gauntlet-like hand went all the way around her neck, though he didn't seem to be squeezing. Veron had both hands on his fingers, failing to pull them apart. She kicked at his crotch and it made a dull thump, as if she'd kicked solid stone.
"Just what was that about?" The rumbling voice seemed more amused than anything. Veron glared at him, still struggling with his grip.
"Oh, come on. It was obvious what was going to happen when you got to the staff."
Xetsu let out a laugh like a joyful earthquake. "True, I did tell you. But not many have the spirit to do what you did. Unless you wish to die by my hand, stay down."
With that he tossed her aside with a careless gesture that sent Veron's body flying like a doll. Xetsu turned back to look at the street beneath him, tapping his staff on the roof beside him. His eyes shifted to Tani and she was completely frozen in place, drowning in the bright green, then his gaze moved down to the warriors standing below.
"We'll call that ten."
Xetsu hit the ground, cobblestones shattering, and blood and gore flew in all directions.
Tani wanted to look away, wanted to vomit, yet she was transfixed. Xetsu grabbed the head of one man and crushed it without effort. The body had barely begun falling when his staff lashed out twice, caving in the chests of two different men. Despite his size, Xetsu flowed around the bodies only just beginning to leave the ground from the force. Everyone else might as well have not been moving.
Worse than his movements was the solid wall of violence that struck her. Nothing like the sensations she had felt from masters, this impacted her with physical force. The aura of chaotic violence expanded to fill the entire street, eclipsing everyone within.
Worst of all, Xetsu was simply enjoying himself. He reached into a man's stomach, skin tearing like wet paper, and tore out his intestines. These he swung around, wrapping around another man's neck and then jerking hard enough to snap his neck. Such a technique made no sense and must require a huge waste of sein to perform. Xetsu didn't fight, he danced amid the shower of blood and gore that was still expanding in the air as his body flitted among his victims.
Finally the tension broke and Tani fell to the side, vomiting. The sight had been horrible, but it was the sein crushing her from all sides that overwhelmed her. It hit her so strongly that she didn't smell mint at all, it was just a sensation that made her entire being crumble to dust.
And all of that power was fully devoted to killing. Not just killing, but joyful violence.
Shuddering on the roof, Tani desperately went through every exercise she knew, every form of meditation she had ever learned from her master. What she had learned from Slaten and Veron and Celivia, anything that wasn't the violence that she'd just witnessed.
Eventually, her shivering stopped. She managed to gather the fragments of herself together, to feel simply numb instead of shattered. Had she witnessed such a thing a month ago, she would have fallen into seinshock and never returned. Suddenly she remembered Napenel crying quietly at night and grieved for him again even though she had never truly known him.
Slowly she managed to climb to her feet. If Xetsu had meant to kill her, he could have already done so - the battle had been over by the time she finished vomiting. No, that hadn't been a battle, just slaughter. Tani reluctantly looked at the street from the corner of her eyes, avoiding looking at the fragments of what had once been humans.
He wasn't there. Tani took a shaky breath and climbed her way down the side of the house, not trusting herself to jump. She didn't know what to do and so decided to go find Veron. Maybe she was injured and could use help.
Someone was yelling at her. A Deathspawn. He was charging toward her. Waving a sword and screaming. Compared to the carnage she'd witnessed, he looked slow and clumsy.
Before she could think about it, Tani stepped to the side of his attack and cut his throat with her sickle knife. That should have made her pause, since she knew nothing about the Deathspawn man. She might even have met him while in Bundlin. But after what she'd seen, what did one more death matter?
Tani made her way along the street until she found Veron, who had crashed through an awning and fallen into a cart of hay. She still lay there, staring at the sky without expression. Had Xetsu known the cart was there and made that exact throw? The sight of the older woman helped Tani focus more and she rushed to help her.
"Veron, are you okay?"
"I'm fine. Barely bruised." Veron sat up and looked at her with hard eyes. "They're all dead?"
"Yes."
"We're getting the fuck out of here."
"But..." Tani wasn't sure why she was objecting, only felt that she should. Veron pushed past her forcefully.
"You saw what happened. We're getting out, now."
Tani staggered after her, knife hanging at her side, still dripping blood.
~ ~ ~
Slaten stumbled out onto the street, not sure if Kolanin was following him. The Deathspawn... no, the mansthein man had looked crushed when he'd explained it. Most likely Slaten looked similar himself. He could hear the fighting beginning to hit the city and realized that it was too late. What they could have done differently, he wasn't sure.
Clenching his eyes, Slaten tried to feel absolutely nothing for one moment. No fear, no glory, no pounding heartbeat. Just nothing.
When he opened his eyes, the city was still in chaos, but he had a bit more clarity. Trying to stop the battle was useless - it was too late for that. If he didn't want to give up, he needed to choose one thing. One simple thing that he might be able to salvage.
Before he realized what it was, Slaten was already running. Toward the clinic, where he was sure Teren would hide if she had been outside during the attack. If he could save one child from his village and return her home, then it would be worth it. Or at least it would be something. Something to make all his effort have some meaning.
Running through city streets was different from running over grasslands. He managed to avoid the core of the battle, but couldn't move faster than the violence that had spread all throughout the city. A man rushed at him with a cleaver - just a normal, human man, wearing a butcher's tunic.
For a moment Slaten froze, then he simply dodged around the man and ran past. He didn't have time to think about that, he needed to get back to the clinic.
The door had been shattered, fragments hanging by one hinge. Slaten rushed inside and found it emptier than usual, as if the patients had been gone before the attack. But there were several human and Deathspawn corpses on the floor. Vanna's body lay slumped against the wall, almost normal except for the blood that had flowed from her slit throat.
She was dead, but her blood looked fresh. Slaten heard a sobbing sound and rushed into the next room.
Teren crouched on top of a high dresser, crying and moving from side to side as two Deathspawn tormented her. They were laughing and stabbing at her with their spears, trying to skewer her instead of kill her as quickly as possible. He could barely understand their Futhik, some sort of joke about human rats.
Slaten's sword took the first in the back, hitting bone and snapping through. While Slaten withdrew his sword the other turned, too slowly. His sword moved in the pattern he had practiced so many times. The slash meant to pierce a Catai's skin sliced most of the way through the Deathspawn's chest effortlessly. He collapsed, blood flooding over the floor from his opened heart.
For a moment Teren stared at him, terrified, then she leapt off the dresser. He barely managed to pull his sword aside and catch her with his other arm. She babbled wildly, half in Coran and half in Okeni. Slaten knelt down beside her, stroked her hair, and tried not to think about the bodies still warm beside them.
Calming the girl helped him calm down as well. Judging from how the violence spread, trying to escape by land would be futile. The ships were coming up the river from the south, so that wasn't an option either. But there was a chance he could take a smaller boat and head north, away from Bundlin.
As Slaten escorted Teren out of the clinic, her tiny hand clinging to his, he tried to think if there was any way to help the others. Given how their group had scattered, they could be anywhere in the city, assuming they were still alive. Maybe some of them would have the same idea of using the river. All he could do was hope, and do everything he could to save one child.
They reached the river without having to fight anyone, but the violence had already spread past it. One of the large Nol ships floated closer, fighting raging on and around the deck as warriors leapt between the ship and the shores to attack one another. Slaten moved his cloak to shield Teren from the sight and they moved in the other direction to look for a boat.
Only to face a man walking toward them on the river.
He simply walked toward the battle, his footsteps leaving few ripples in the chaotic waters. There was a sein trick to it, yet the skill it required was completely beyond Slaten. The man didn't walk like he was showing off, just as if moving over the river was the shortest path to his destination.
Though he seemed close to human, Slaten felt certain that the cloaked man was a Deathspawn. His body was too tall and thin, even wrapped in his dark robes. The skin that could be seen on his face, hands, and bare feet was white. Not like a Coran, but white like clouds. His eyes were blue, yet they glowed with an unnatural light even through the shadows of his hood.
As the man got closer, a Rhen warrior leapt from the side of the river, spear held high. The attack was almost entirely silent, the spear aimed at the back of the dark cloak between the shoulder blades.
Ice covered the warrior while he was still in midair. His entire body froze in position, continuing to fly on the same trajectory. The Deathspawn in the black cloak stepped to the side, let the body fall into the water without even looking at it.
Slaten realized too late that he was trapped between the cloaked Deathspawn and the battle, both of which closed on him from opposite directions. If he had fled straight away from the river, perhaps he could have taken his chances in the chaos of the city. Now it was too late, the ship drifting closer and the battle surrounding it blocking their retreat.
Scooping up Teren in his free arm, Slaten dodged back, past a pair of warriors struggling in an armlock. They tumbled over each other, falling closer to the Deathspawn in black...
He glanced up at them, and both warriors froze solid. Even though the sun blazed down, the ice showed no sign of melting. On the other side of the river, a woman in a fisherwoman's outfit ran and screamed, fleeing a Deathspawn warrior behind her.
A moment later the woman was covered in ice. The Deathspawn behind her crashed into the statue-like corpse, knocking it over. He stared at the Deathspawn in the black cloak and then sprinted in the other direction in pure terror. Meanwhile the Deathspawn simply kept advancing, eyes filled with apathy. Nearly everyone who got near him immediately froze, and though his eyes might fall on them briefly, he didn't seem to care.
When he passed underneath one of the great bridges over the river, he seemed to ignore those fighting on top of it. But after he passed, the bridge began to crumble, dropping the screaming combatants into the water.
Though he knew he should keep running, Slaten found himself trembling. This wasn't combat. It was like nothing he had heard of before, even the rumors of Estronese witchery. Nothing he knew could stand against this.
When the Deathspawn in black neared the side of the ship, he raised a thin arm toward it. There was a crunching sound but no visible change at first, until abruptly ice exploded from the core of the ship, shards impaling many from both sides who had been fighting on the deck. One man was speared through the leg - he dangled and screamed before his body froze solid as well.
The burst of ice had sent the ship colliding with the stone shore, breaking one of the walls and part of a house. More importantly, it moved out of the man's way. He kept walking.
Just as Slaten was beginning to think that the Deathspawn in black would pass them by, he heard a roar behind him. Grabbing Teren on instinct, he lunged away, avoiding several Deathspawn who thrust at them... but also stumbling down the steep slope toward the river.
He barely managed to stop their movement against the cobbles by the edge of the river... but he'd tumbled near the cloaked Deathspawn. Those empty eyes turned on him and it was all he could do to wrap Teren in his arms and spin to protect her with his torso. All the sein he could muster, he threw toward his back, desperately hoping that he could stop the ice from taking her as well.
Though he braced himself for the pain, none came.
His back ached and he wondered if that was how it started, until he realized it was just the normal ache from concentrating too much sein. Slaten looked over his shoulder and didn't see the Deathspawn in black. For a moment he didn't understand at all.
Slowly he remembered that there had been a child running among the others earlier who hadn't been frozen. Every other human who had entered the Deathspawn's vision had died, but not the child. It didn't seem like there could be any mercy in those eyes, but could there be something else? Slaten kept Teren tightly against him and started to rise.
The black cloak fluttered in front of him.
"There are worse things than death." A thin voice, ancient. Slaten tried to move, but his body refused.
A finger extended, touched him on the forehead. Then everything fell away.
~ ~ ~
Melal ran through the streets, laughing and whooping. A Deathspawn warrior rushed down another street, saw him too late, went down to a vicious chop. Throwing the body off his sword, Melal charged onward.
They could do this. The Hero was no longer near, but his presence could be felt inside each and every one of them. Soon they would exterminate all the Deathspawn within the city and then Bundlin would be theirs for the first time in years. A glorious victory, and yet only another step on the path of the Legend.
When he looked up, he gasped and then laughed. A brilliant ring of light glowed around the sun, a halo that shimmered with a hint of a rainbow of colors. The sun itself pulsed pure white in the center, bathing the entire city with its light and filling him with new purpose.
Since the heart of the fighting seemed to be near the river, Melal headed there, moving lower toward the docks. He could meet with the warriors on the ships there, then they could surge over the river and take the Deathspawn side as well. But as he drew closer, he realized that something was wrong.
Fighting swung back and forth over two of the ships. Another one appeared to be... filled with ice, lying on its side? The sight was so strange that Melal stared, slowing his run and feeling a moment of uncertainty. Had the Hero done this? What was going on?
Stranger still was the enormous Deathspawn man with a strange staff, walking up beside the ice-filled ship. Though he looked like he wore armor, Melal knew in his bones that this was Deathspawn filth. Even if his eyes were the wrong color, he was the enemy.
The Deathspawn examined the frozen ship, then abruptly jammed his entire arm through the wood and into the ship. He then began to lift, the ship rising into the air and starting to break. Melal realized numbly that he was lifting it carefully not because it was difficult for him, but to avoid the ship falling apart. Why he would do such a thing, Melal didn't understand.
At least until the Deathspawn swung his arm and hurled the entire ship.
It smashed along the river, crashing directly into the other two ships. Wood and ice and bodies exploded in all directions, the sound alone making Melal flinch. The armored Deathspawn chuckled to himself, as if mildly amused.
Two men charged at him from behind, their weapons landing on his back. The blows accomplished nothing and the Deathspawn turned to swat them aside, their bodies crumpling as they crashed into the water. The Deathspawn didn't even look at them, his gaze fixed on something else somewhere in the town.
"You will die today, Deathspawn!" Melal screamed out the words and charged, whirling his sword over his head. The Deathspawn turned, his armor-like face twisting in amusement.
Then a shaft of light pierced from the side, so blindingly white that Melal was knocked back. Though he fell, his eyes were riveted to what had happened.
The Hero had appeared between them, arm thrusting out with two fingers toward the enemy. And the Deathspawn had dodged the attack, twisting his body aside to avoid the fingers.
A moment later he turned back, his staff lashing out in a blow that shattered the stones, but the Hero flipped backward and out of range. The Deathspawn gave an interested grunt and advanced on him, striking repeatedly and smashing apart the stones as the Hero retreated up the steep side of the river.
No, not retreating. New hope filled Melal's heart as he realized that the Hero was luring the Deathspawn into a better position. Rather than the uneven ground next to the river, they moved to the flat plaza that had once been the market beside the harbor. Now it was covered in corpses and smashed fragments of wood. A perfect battleground to kill such a brutal opponent.
Unfortunately, other Deathspawn still lurked there, and they rushed to attack the Hero from behind. Yet the Hero slipped aside from the first attack and swung his hand - an arc of light tore through the Deathspawn's body and left scorched halves dropping to the ground. The others fared no better, torn apart by the light.
"Not bad." The huge armored Deathspawn watched appreciatively as he stepped out onto the level market area. Then he stomped on the ground. Raw strength swept out in a way Melal had never seen before, knocking him off his feet. When he climbed back up, he saw that the gust of wind had blown all the debris from the plaza.
That left nothing but the Deathspawn and the Hero, facing each other from opposite sides.
Though this was the Hero's fight, Melal couldn't resist watching such a historic battle. He crept closer to the plaza to get a good position to watch. And quite a show it was.
At first the Deathspawn lunged forward, but then he was pinned in place by a flurry of movements. The Hero began to dance, weaving around him with efficient movements that made the Deathspawn look like a lumbering fool. He swung his staff a few times, forcing his way closer to the center of the plaza, but failed to land a hit.
Until without warning, his free hand struck the side of the Hero's head. He bounced twice, tumbling across the stones before laying still. Melal's heart leapt into his throat.
"If you can't do better than that, this will have been a waste of time." The Deathspawn set his staff on the ground beside him and folded his arms, waiting.
As Melal watched and hoped, he saw Efeinas slowly rise to his feet. Though the blow looked like it should have crushed his skull, he only had a few cuts from where his face had struck the cobblestones. Melal couldn't help but let out a cheer as the Hero straightened, then raised his hands in combat position.
"You cannot defeat me, monster. It has been foretold!"
The Deathspawn didn't answer except to pick up his staff and wait.
Now the Hero moved with even more blinding speed, sprinting around the Deathspawn in a white blur. Occasionally he rushed in for a strike at the joints, yet somehow each blow was deflected. Impossibly, the Deathspawn was keeping up with the attacks, but they were growing ever more intense. When he struck, the Hero's hand actually glowed, searing energy lashing out.
Again and again, the dull stone staff intercepted the Hero. Energy exploded back from each blow, searing the stones of the plaza black. The scorched lines almost seemed to be forming a pattern, a testament to how intense the Hero's assault had become.
"Oh, fuck."
The low voice shook him from his awe and Melal glared to the side, only to find Eraes. She lurked beside the house behind him, as if she'd been trying to approach him, but now she just stared at the plaza. Her horror didn't make sense, so Melal looked past her. He saw a small boat floating in the water with Laeri inside it, smiling and gesturing for him to come. But Eraes still stood frozen, dark eyes wide.
"What is it? The Hero is about to win this!"
She shook her head slowly, unable to tear her gaze away. "No. Do you see the pattern the burn marks are making? That's the Futhik rune for 'warrior.' He's... he's intentionally deflecting all the sein to burn the pattern deeper. This is a game to him."
That was utter nonsense. Melal wanted to punch her in the face but settled for looking back to see the Hero obtain victory. He was still rushing around his opponent, striking with no sign of slowing down. No one would dare come close to such an intense battle.
A barefoot figure wrapped in a tattered black cloak stepped off the water onto the stones, heading toward the plaza. That finally made the armored Deathspawn glance to the side, though he made no comment, just kept defending himself. Of course. That was the most he could do. Melal considered joining in to stop the cloaked Deathspawn, keep the fight fair, but the cloaked figure was already past them.
The new Deathspawn extended a hand, and suddenly the Hero's flashing movements stopped. He stared down in shock as ice began to form around his legs. Though he struggled, cracking some of it, the ice began forming more quickly, binding him in place. As the cloaked Deathspawn approached, he came to stand beside the other.
"Waste of time," the armored one said. The cloak's reply was barely audible.
"Maybe."
"Enough of this!" The Hero let out a loud cry, his sein welling up inside him brighter than ever before. His eyes burned white hot and his entire body began to glow... and the ice began to melt. It peeled off him, making the armored Deathspawn grunt and the cloaked one shift his posture. "You may think you have won, but hope will always burn in the hearts of-"
The cloaked figure touched the Hero's face and he froze solid. Melal felt as though his heart had frozen as well. He dropped his sword and sagged back against the wall behind him. He stared, but he couldn't understand what he was seeing.
"Is that all?" the armored Deathspawn asked. "Not very stylish. At least push him into the air, let me end this dramatically. Come on, Sepultus... for old times' sake?"
Instead of responding, the cloaked Deathspawn began to walk away.
"You're no fun anymore." After grumbling for a moment, the armored Deathspawn leapt into the air, spun his staff over his head, and smashed it down into the frozen Hero.
He shattered, the pieces not even bloody but completely frozen. The armored Deathspawn gave a more satisfied grunt and began to move away. Meanwhile, the cloaked one stopped briefly and gestured behind him. All the pieces began to flow across the ground, gathering together and then wrapped up in a cloth that tore from a nearby stall.
It floated near the two of them, then suddenly both of them shrank into a single point and vanished, leaving nothing but the symbol burned into the plaza. Overhead, the halo of light had vanished, leaving the sun a cold pinpoint of light.
Melal collapsed to the ground. Hope had died, and he wished that he had died with it.
~ ~ ~
A rush of air warned Tani that something was amiss, but when she sprinted toward the river, it was too late. All that remained was a huge symbol burned into the stones. It meant nothing to her, sending her eyes searching for more meaning.
People stood all around the square, still staring toward it. On the far side, near the river, she spotted Melal lying on the ground and Eraes standing beside him. Closer to her, Tani saw Celivia watching from a partially hidden position. Her entire body trembled, almost as if seinshock had begun. Tani hurried to her, speaking in a low voice.
"Celivia? Are you alright? Please, you can't go into shock now... Celivia..."
The other woman's trembling became more and more violent until suddenly Celivia's hand snapped out, latching onto Tani's shoulder so hard her grip was painful. Celivia stared toward her, murky brown eyes filled with an intensity Tani didn't quite understand. But a moment later she let go, slapped herself across the face, and focused on her. "I'm sorry. Seinshock. What did you ask?"
"What happened here?"
"The Hero fought two of the Zeitai." Celivia stared down toward the plaza and bit her lip, her expression very strange. "They killed him and took the body."
"Then... is it over? It doesn't feel real, but maybe people will calm down..."
Celivia cast her a sharp look. "After half the city has been torn apart? No, it will spiral into further chaos. We need to get out of here."
"I see the others. Let's go get them and find a boat if we can." Tani moved with Celivia, glancing over her shoulder. While the area seemed mostly clear, dominated by a strange stillness, she could hear sounds of violence approaching. If the Deathspawn reached them, she didn't like their chances of staying alive.
Tani moved to Eraes and found her not in seinshock but muttering to herself in Lanthan. "Eraes? Are you okay? We need to find a boat..."
Eraes didn't respond to her question, but pointed toward the river. Tani looked and saw a boat floating adrift. It looked as though it carried supplies, but there was no one in it at the moment. Before Tani could look further, she heard Celivia from behind.
"Tani? Should we take him?" She nudged Melal with her boot.
"He's probably just in shock. Bring him with us."
Celivia sighed and reached down to heft his body over her shoulder.
Meanwhile, Tani started to make her way down toward the boat. From the corner of her vision, she saw several more people, then abruptly realized that she knew them.
Slaten sat against a wall, his eyes staring into nothing. The little Oken girl - Teren - was pulling on his shirt and crying, pleading with him in Okeni. Tani didn't understand the words, but the meaning was obvious. Laeri knelt behind her, frantically switching between trying to calm her and trying to do something for Slaten.
When Tani approached, Laeri looked up at her with tear-filled eyes. 'Tani... Slaten won't respond. It seemed like seinshock but its not that at all, there's some kind of foreign sein in him and he doesn't respond at all no matter what I do..." The little girl began to wail louder. Tani stood beside them, feeling useless and not sure what to do.
She heard footsteps approaching and almost hoped that it was Veron returning. But no, two Deathspawn warriors were making their way toward the river, blades drawn. They didn't even hesitate when they saw Teren sobbing, just raised their blades to kill.
Tani unleashed all of her fury on them. Two knives into the first, one deflected but the other sinking deep into his chest. The second Deathspawn rushed her, but she hooked his blade with her sickle knife and swept it aside. A throwing knife stabbed into his stomach before he could react, then she reversed her sickle knife through his throat. Both of them fell dead. It hadn't been difficult, and her technique had been flawless. She couldn't feel any pride.
A louder scream pulled her from her thoughts. While she had been focused on killing the two Deathspawn in front of her, another had approached the others. Laeri had pulled Teren away from Slaten, holding her staff defensively in front of her and retreating toward the water. The Deathspawn chuckled as he advanced. Tani tried to draw two more knives but fumbled at empty spaces, struggling to find her focus again.
As she did, Slaten's body rose to its feet. He moved mechanically, but swiftly. Too late the Deathspawn saw him and whirled to try to react. The sword had already cut downward, slicing through his arm and deep into his side, sending the body splashing back into the water.
Slaten stood there, sword dangling from his fingers. He was staring at Laeri and Teren, not seeming to see them, and Tani feared he might attack. But after a moment, he dropped his sword, sat back down, and continued staring at nothing.
"What..." Laeri let out an unsteady breath and hugged the girl tighter. "What's going on?"
"We need to leave. As soon as we can."
The others caught up to them in the boat: Eraes and Celivia each using an oar, Melal lying in the back. It was a tight fit, but Tani thought they could manage. Teren moved to Slaten's body again and refused to let go, so Tani nudged Slaten carefully until he shuffled to the boat.
They maneuvered the boat to try to head away, struggling with inexpert oar strokes. Tani could help with the rowing, but she wasted several long heartbeats unable to move, just standing on the side of the river.
She smelled fire and death. The sounds of battle had grown faint, but they still echoed in her mind. Corpses floated in the water and lay sprawled over the sides of the river. Stone and wooden fragments lay everywhere, several buildings and the nearest bridge completely destroyed. Smoke rose from the city and she wondered if this was the end for Bundlin.
"Tani!" Eraes hissed at her in a low voice and Tani jumped. But the other woman wasn't looking at her, instead her eyes darted nervously around the buildings near them.
When Tani followed her gaze, she saw the Deathspawn. Lots of them, approaching carefully instead of charging. There were more on the other side of the river, many injured but many more able to fight. Tani started to wearily draw her sickle knife again, but Eraes shook her head.
"We can't fight them and we aren't going to escape them by boat. If you want to get out, you have to run. Immediately."
"But..."
"Go, Tani." Eraes sounded more desperate now. "Better that one of us makes it out than none of us."
Part of her wanted to stay and fight, but the rest of her was so tired. Her mind had been shaken repeatedly that day and still ached. When she stared at the warriors emerging around her, she knew that there was no way she could win.
Choking back a strangled sound, Tani ran. One of them tried to lunge for her, but he wasn't fast enough. She broke past them, running alongside the steep wall beside the river. At first she just ran, tears in her eyes, but a sense of guilt overwhelmed her. Stumbling to a halt, she started to turn back.
To her surprise, she saw Kolanin standing beside the river. He raised his hands and spoke in a voice that rang clear but was weary beyond belief.
"It has to end. No more. Please."
She watched a little longer, long enough to see her friends get out of the boat and lay down their weapons. The Deathspawn moved toward them but didn't cut them down. All of them seemed weary as well, drained. As if the battle had consumed everything that all of them had, a fire that ate through everything and then burned itself out.
Tani nearly went back to join them. Even if she was a captive, she would have a place to sleep. She wouldn't be alone.
But there were more Deathspawn in the city, and some of them had started to notice her. Tani turned and fled, trying to forget.
- End of Part 2 -




Interlude
While Bundlin went to hell, Bhufel stayed home. Kept all the doors locked and barred. Wouldn't do any good if some crazed fighter went smashing through, but Bundlin was a big place. He liked his odds better at home than out on the street where everyone was going insane.
When all the yelling stopped, he had a good night's rest just to be sure. In the morning he finally unbarred his door and stepped outside to see how bad everything was.
Pretty bad. People braver than him had cleared out the bodies, but there were signs of battle all over the city. Didn't seem like anyone had particularly won or lost, not that it mattered either way to someone like him. What mattered was that normal life had been interrupted. A man of Bhufel's talents could profit during times like that.
Normally he ran his business out of the back of an unassuming bread shop. Some of them were open - people needed to eat, after all - but he doubted that he would get too many clandestine visits. Just to be sure, Bhufel stopped by the usual place.
Along the way, he saw that the Deathspawn kept to themselves even more than usual. There'd be some looting, no doubt, but most people were coming together and getting on with their lives. Not that they had much of a choice about it.
The shop he used as a cover was still closed. Unsurprising. Bhufel stepped into a nearby alley and found Gornoyo open for business, stirring a large pot of bread. He looked up and gave a friendly nod.
"Morning, Bhufel. Looking for a bite to eat?"
"Too much to do. You went right back to business, huh?"
Gornoyo nodded pleasantly. "I checked on the whole extended family last night, but we didn't lose anyone except cousin Canayo. Always fooling around with sein, that boy, even though he didn't have a clue what he was doing. But the rest of us got through just fine."
"That's how it usually goes. Warriors just kill each other - it's soldiers you've got to worry about." Bhufel was about to say more when he noticed movement near the back of his shop. A woman with a large hat covering her face, carrying a suspicious sack. Oh, that definitely looked like business. "I'll be back for some of that bread after I've put in a good day's work, okay, Gornoyo?"
"You know where to find me!"
Bhufel moved across the street to approach the woman. She jumped in surprise even though he'd tried to make his movement obvious. Clutching her sack tighter, she stared at him with darting eyes. "I... I heard you can buy and sell things."
"That's what I do. What do you have?"
"I have something, but..." She spent a while fumbling with the folds of the sack. "I can't explain where I got it."
"Asking questions like that isn't my job. Let me see."
She eventually managed to pull the object out of her sack... and Bhufel let out a low whistle. He moved to block the view from the street with his body and picked up the mangled golden helm.
Heavy, probably a lot more gold in it than he had expected. When he tried to scratch it with his thumbnail, however, it didn't leave a mark. He didn't like to think about the kind of force that could have crumpled the helm, so he didn't. The nice woman had washed it off for him, so what he had was a solid chunk of gold alloy.
"Our street was... d-damaged in the fighting," the woman said. Her hands moved out as if to take the helm back from him, but stopped short. "And my husband wants to move out of Bundlin. Either way, we need money. I'd take it to the moneylenders, but they're squeezing everyone for their last bit. I heard that you can help with this sort of thing."
Bhufel let out a low groan. If he'd been a smarter, harder man, he should have taken the woman for everything she had. Not hire thugs to take it from her - thugs would be getting ideas in times like this. But she had no idea the value of such a thing, so it would be easy to cheat her and come out rich. Unfortunately, Bhufel had always had a stupid streak.
"Listen carefully. You put this right back in your sack and you bury it under your house. You don't want anything to do with anyone who can afford to buy this much gold right now."
She looked up at him in surprise. "You mean you can't sell it?"
"That isn't how it works, even during normal times. I don't know where this came from, and I don't want to know. But you need to keep it quiet. Wait until this blows over. Break it into pieces before selling it, just in case somebody recognizes it. But whatever you do, keep your mouth shut."
"We... I understand. Thank you." Though she seemed more fearful as she moved away, that was good. Hell, selling something like that would have been risky during normal times, much less now.
Cursing himself for his stupidity, Bhufel headed down toward the markets. There'd be a lot of merchants who needed things done. With some of the usual systems disrupted, they'd be willing to pay a premium for such services.
As Bhufel walked, he saw that more people were out and about. Without Deathspawn patrols, they had the confidence to move again. Some idiots would probably try to attack across the river, but that was to be expected. Things were more like normal.
Bhufel walked up a hill near the market and stood for a while. Maybe not normal just yet.
How the hell had an entire ship ended up out of the river, smashed through a house? He stared at it for a while, confirming that he really didn't want to know. Hell of a mess.
There was profit to be made, though. No doubt any contents of the ship had already been looted, but the salvage rights to the wood had considerable value. Not the sort of thing he traded in himself, but arranging to give those rights to someone else... that he could do. Bhufel hummed to himself and kept moving.
As expected, the merchants were back. They liked making money even more than he did, after all. Most of them had a bunch of armed guards, no doubt extended family who could carry a weapon and look tough. Probably good enough for now. Bundlin had gotten its fill of bloodshed for a while, at least.
Something had sure done a number on the fish market, though. He didn't see a single surviving stand or box - everything there looked as though it had been brought recently, and more people were carrying in new supplies. How had so much been destroyed? Usually it was bandits they needed to worry about - warriors didn't destroy anything important.
Well, that didn't matter much now. Bhufel realized that he'd been too cautious this time and missed most of the good opportunities here. He'd talk to someone about salvaging the ship - oh, and he should see about dredging the river. Nobody ever thought about the desperate men and women who tried to pull up valuables, but it was a safe bet they'd find more than usual. Profit to be made there.
But the big money... that would take some bolder thinking. Bhufel stood still for a while, then headed for one of the bridges.
No guard on this side, which might be good or bad for the political situation. Didn't matter much to him personally, but he'd want to get a hand on the pulse of it. That said, his only plan was to head over the bridge and see if a little craziness would pay off.
Midway up the steep bridge, he had to stop to catch his breath. Damn things were far too large. Oh, sure, it helped that ships could move underneath them, but they were hell to cross. He was glad the Deathspawn had taken over the other side of the river, because it reduced how often he had to make the trip. Maybe he ought to invest in more runners. Wasn't as young as he used to be, after all.
Near the top of the bridge, he took the chance to look around at Bundlin. Still some smoke in a few areas, but all the fires were out, human side or Deathspawn side. Everybody knew fire was bad news. As much damage as had been done, if all the fires were under control, then things were turning around.
As he started down the other side, he swallowed at the sight of all the armed Deathspawn at the base. Risky business, dealing with them. All the favors and information in the world didn't mean anything if some idiot stabbed you. He figured Deathspawn couldn't be fighters down to the last man, but they must keep their thinking types elsewhere.
"Morning, friends!" Bhufel raised his arms non-threateningly and began walking down toward them. "Bit of a mess we have here, isn't it?"
"No further, human!" One of the Deathspawn aimed a spear at him, so Bhufel dutifully stopped.
"I'm not here to hurt any of you strapping young lads. Couldn't if I tried. No, I was just wondering if you might want a bite to eat."
They glanced at one another but didn't move to attack him. Bhufel took another few steps forward.
"Seems to me like your army is going to be facing a choice soon. You can try to take the whole city to seize food, or you can starve. I don't know about the fancy types over you, but I'm betting they'll be weighing a lot of different things. Probably not weighing how hungry all of you are getting, huh?"
More uncertainty on their faces, good. One of the Deathspawn even nodded. Regardless of power, all men were stomachs in the end.
"Now, there's a lot of folks on this side angry with you, but not all. I'm a man who happens to know some people who would be happy to sell you what you need, before your officers get off their asses and figure things out. I'm guessing you boys have coin you can't really use on that side, huh?"
"We aren't going to seize Bundlin," one of the Deathspawn said. Reedy little man, didn't look like he should be holding a spear at all. "Rumor has it we're moving out."
"Moving out? Based on how it went after the fighting, I thought you were taking over."
"Don't know the reason, but that's what they say."
Well, that information would earn him a lot of money. But Bhufel had in mind some easier profits first, so he just tucked the fact away and adopted a huge smile. "I reckon you boys will still be hungry while you wait to leave, though. Reckon we can make a deal?"
They could. Coin exchanged hands and life went on.
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Records of Nothing




Chapter 23

-
"I would like to say that I understand the need for all this, but the truth is that I don't. My ability to execute my orders will be limited until I understand their purpose. I am formally requesting more information from high command."
- Commander Kolanin, head of operations at Ith Ire
-
Pitch black crushed him from all sides. When he tried to move, he realized he was surrounded by water, pressing down as if trying to suffocate him. For a time, he couldn't remember who he was and wondered if he should just let it break him.
Slaten felt something hard beneath him. Ground. He couldn't remember why, but he fought against the water. Pressed his feet against the base and looked upward. His world extended pitch black in every direction, yet the surface must be opposite the ground. Though he was running out of air, he had to try to survive.
As much as the water hurt him, he pushed off the ground with everything he had. Tried to swim with aching muscles, dragging himself upward. The pressure seemed to be lessening, he could barely see something pale ahead. But his lungs ached, it felt like he had nothing left in them. Slaten threw his remaining strength into thrashing wildly, throwing himself higher.
But when he used up everything he had, he was still far from the surface. He couldn't hold out, his mouth opened and the water rushed in, agony shooting through his body...
Yet he didn't die.
As the pain continued to wrack his body, vague memories drifted alongside him. This wasn't real. The water could cause him pain, but it couldn't kill him. Slaten coughed violently, expelling the water. That left him with an ache through his chest, but one he could endure. His body began to move mechanically, pulling him closer to the surface.
Slowly the water grew lighter around him. He could see the surface, growing closer, giving his tired body new strength. With each stroke he stretched out, fingers hoping to break into the air.
They touched ice. It burned, his fingers shaking from the pain. Slaten jerked his hand back, staring upward and realizing that he saw not the surface, but a vast layer of ice. He started to drift down, pure despair clawing through him, yet some other instinct made him reach out and touch the burning ice again.
The slightest touch sent agonizing pain up his arm, yet he ran his fingers along the surface. And eventually he felt the crack.
His memories came back in a burning rush. He had floated to the surface before and struck this ice. How many times, he had no idea. His life consisted of nothing but these depths - no, all that mattered was the ice in front of him now.
Slaten jammed one hand into the crack, screaming as the ice bit down into his flesh. But once he had a grip, he began to smash his other hand into the cracked area, over and over. It didn't give way, yet he felt the ice around his other hand grinding as it shifted.
He struck repeatedly until his hand was a bloody stump, then began slamming his head against the ice. Closer. There was something beyond it, he was sure. Slaten fixed his eyes on that, tried to burn the memory of it into his mind. The pain overwhelmed him now, but he held firm to those few thoughts. This wasn't real. He could survive. The cracks were growing.
Then his mind gave out completely and he fell away, drifting into the depths, staring up at the retreating ice as his memories started to give way.
Falling toward the bottom.
Again.
~ ~ ~
Slaten woke with a scream in his throat, yet his body locked in place. It took him all his strength just to swallow, then to open his eyes. The rest of his body protested, twitching feebly.
For a moment he was dumbfounded to see stone bricks instead of ice. Air against his skin instead of water felt strange and the lack of pressure disoriented him. The false memories started to fall away as he remembered the ordeal that must have been only in his mind.
At the end, he remembered the ice beginning to break apart. He'd thrown himself into the crack, crawling through the knives of ice, screaming in an agony that put all previous pain to shame. His vision had gone black and he'd wondered if he would truly die.
And then he'd woken up.
Slowly managing to roll onto his side, Slaten discovered that he lay on a stone floor in what appeared to be a small cell. He was wearing nothing but a ragged tunic and the entire room smelled of shit and piss. When he rolled to his front he managed to stick out his arms and prop himself up. As he pushed himself up his chest heaved, yet there was nothing inside him to expel.
As he stayed there, struggling just to stay upright, Slaten stared at his arms. They looked too thin - no, his entire body had become thinner. It felt like his body had deteriorated, yet his sein... it flowed through his veins like ice, focused as if he was exercising. Slaten had to close his eyes and concentrate to make it stop, let it finally flow normally within him again.
Instantly he dropped to the cell floor, aching all over. His sein felt like a muscle that had been held taut for far too long, spasming as it finally relaxed. It was going to take him a long time to adjust to this change, but right now he was just glad to get it under control.
After several shuddering breaths with his cheek to the stone, Slaten crawled to his feet. Three walls of stone, one of metal bars with a cell door. He crawled his way over to it and pulled himself up using the bars, trying to look outward. A dimly lit corridor, more stone and other cells visible. After taking a moment to recover his strength, he struck the bars several times.
The sound wasn't loud, but he heard a voice from down the corridor. At first it was just an incomprehensible growl, then he realized that it was Futhik.
"-ram it up your ass unless you shut up an-" A Deathspawn man appeared in front of his cell, eyes widening. For a moment he just stared, then he gave an odd smile and switched to Coran. "Well, fuck me! You actually woke up? I figured you'd rot in there."
"What..." Slaten's voice rasped out painfully and he began coughing.
"You just stay there, I'll get girly."
Though Slaten wanted to object, since facing the guard was better than being alone, he didn't have the strength for it. Instead he just clung to the bars. If he slumped back to the ground, he wasn't sure that he could get up again. What the hell had happened to him? The last thing he remembered... all he could remember was the frozen darkness. No, and Teren. He had been trying to protect her. Though his fingers clenched instinctively, he told himself that too much time had passed for any immediate actions to be meaningful. All he could do was wait.
Quick footsteps sounded down the corridor, then suddenly Laeri stood in front of him. He blinked at her in surprise. She looked the same as he remembered, not holding her staff but otherwise in her usual blue and white robes. Her hands clapped over her mouth and she stared at him, tears forming in her eyes.
"You're alive... I knew it, I knew I wasn't wrong to hope..." Abruptly she turned, gesturing wildly at the guard who was catching up to her. "Go on, let him out!"
"Why..." Slaten's throat hurt, but he could speak now. "Why... in here?"
As the guard looked through his keys, Laeri hovered beside him, now grinning from ear to ear. "I'm so sorry about this, really! But sometimes you would try to attack people, even after we took away your sword. It wasn't safe to keep you with anyone else, do you understand?"
When the door opened he stumbled forward, nearly collapsing. Laeri caught him, then pulled him into a quick embrace. A moment later she pulled back, wrinkling her nose. "Oh dear, you need a bath. If we stuck food in your hands you'd eat it, but... well, I think the guards have been throwing water on you, but..."
"Eh, sometimes." The Deathspawn shrugged and didn't offer any help, just seemed to want to lock the cell again.
Laeri led him down the corridor and Slaten limped forward, gripping the wall for support. "Teren?"
"Who? Oh, that's the little Oken girl, isn't it? Don't worry, she's fine! I don't know if she really understands what's going on, but she's doing fine. I think she'll be really glad to see you!"
"How... long?"
"Since we came here? Oh, I suppose not - you mean how long since you fell unconscious, right? Let me think... it's been 47 days, or something close to that."
That was a long time by most standards, but all he could think was that it didn't sound like nearly long enough. His memories of the eternity under the ice were beginning to fade, yet the pain remained clear. As he limped along the hallway, he began to remember the cloaked Deathspawn. Though he couldn't begin to comprehend the sein that had been used against him, it must have been that. This wasn't an incomprehensible ordeal, it was an intentional torture he had overcome.
Now that his mind had returned, he looked around himself and noticed that most of the cells were filled with Deathspawn. He frowned as he looked at them, then glanced toward Laeri. "Why Deathspawn?"
The guard walking behind them answered. "Most of 'em are in seinshock. The violent type. Maybe like you, though you were always the biggest problem. Don't know why we're keeping them alive instead of finishing them, but those are the orders."
Slaten pondered that in silence for a time. It looked like they were reaching the end of the corridor, the torch mounted there hurting his eyes. He flinched and partially stumbled before catching himself on the wall.
"Oh dear, can you make it up the steps? Let me help you." Laeri partially supported him as they made their way up a grimy staircase.
When they came out, Slaten saw a glimpse of real sunlight. They emerged inside a rough building, but they stood on the ground floor now. The air felt a little fresher and he eagerly breathed it in. Though his body ached, breathing deeply felt good.
"Iralin! Iralin, look!" Laeri waved happily across the room.
Over the rows of cots, several of them filled with injured Deathspawn and humans, Slaten spotted Iralin. The mansthein woman had been going through her supplies and now looked up. Her eyes widened when she saw him, but she only gave a small snort.
"Well, I'll be damned. Your methu were so locked down, I didn't think you had a chance." She rose and approached, eyeing him thoughtfully. "Fortunately, we're not getting so many injuries these days. We have resources to waste helping you get back on your feet, though it looks like you need to eat more than anything."
"Could I..." Slaten swallowed his dry throat and managed to straighten. "Some water?"
"Oh, of course! I'm sorry I didn't think of it!" Laeri rushed off, leaving Slaten looking at Iralin. Beneath her usual exterior, he thought there was a hint that she was glad to see him alive.
Something felt strange on his face. When Slaten reached up, he was surprised to find that it was a beard. He'd thought his hair was too sparse and straight for a full beard, but it seemed that after growing this long it could form a beard, albeit a tangled and filthy one. "Could I have... a knife to shave?"
Iralin's eyes shifted cooler. "No. You've been down for a long time, Slaten. Wait until someone explains the current situation to you."
"What's going on?"
"Not my job." Iralin shrugged and turned away. Slaten stared at her mutely until Laeri approached with a jug of water. He took it gratefully, drinking and not caring how much splashed on his face and the front of his body.
"Thank you." He took a deep breath, then drank more. Meanwhile, Laeri hovered nearby.
"Melal and Teren and everybody will be really glad to see you," she said, "but they're mostly working right now. Maybe you should get cleaned up while you wait, okay?"
Having drunk his fill, Slaten nodded. Laeri pushed him toward a doorway to the outside and they passed through. He winced in the direct sunlight and for the first time tried to hold his robes closer for the sake of modesty.
They weren't in Bundlin. Slaten's eyes swept their surroundings, discovering a rather small number of buildings clustered together in the middle of an expanse of grasslands. In two directions he saw what appeared to be large mounds of earth and rock. Though he wanted to investigate, Laeri was trying to pull him forward.
In the next building, he found mostly humans. More women than men, mostly moving supplies and repairing clothing. Notably, Eraes sat at a shoddy desk, scowling at a sheet of paper. She looked to be in good health and wore new clothes, though he noticed that there was a dull iron collar around her neck. All the humans he saw wore collars, except for Laeri.
When Eraes glanced up at him he saw a glimpse of surprise, followed by a smile. "You're alive. I'm impressed you-" Eraes cut off and wrinkled her nose. "You desperately need a bath."
Laeri nodded. "And he needs his clothes back, or whatever we have."
"Back there. Follow me."
Eventually he was given the privacy of a small room and a tub of water. It was cold, though not as cold as the memories still lingering in his mind. One of the Coran women handed him a porous rock - definitely not his preferred way of getting clean compared to a proper Oken bath, but he'd take it. Scraping the rock over his skin wasn't pleasant, but it did help get off the layers of grime.
When he finished he found clothes waiting for him - not the ones he'd been wearing, but suitable enough for fighting. Just as Slaten was about to pull on his shirt, a human woman and a Deathspawn man entered. The woman had a knife and the man was armed with a battleaxe, so he tensed at first.
Fortunately, she was just there to shave him and cut his hair shorter. Though he preferred it longer, this was unquestionably more practical, plus it cut off the problem of tangles. When it was done he felt much better, though hairs clung to him, leaving him itchy and wanting a second bath.
The woman retreated with a strange look on her face and Slaten saw the reason why a moment later: the Deathspawn was approaching with a collar. Slaten considered trying to struggle only briefly before discarding the thought.
"Stay where you are and this will be over quick." The Deathspawn was on guard, as if ready for him to attack. Slaten just stayed seated and did nothing while the collar was snapped around his neck. Nothing about it seemed unusual and the metal band was only small enough that he couldn't pull it over his head, so it rested heavily on his shoulders. With that, the Deathspawn took the knife from the woman and they both left, leaving him alone again.
Now that he'd shed most of the memories and felt a little more himself, Slaten was able to focus inward and reflect on himself. His body hadn't deteriorated as far as he'd feared, he was simply stiff and sore. But his sein was much worse than he'd expected. It surged wildly, unfamiliar to him, resisting any attempt to draw it into familiar techniques. If he fought now, he would fall as quickly as an untrained warrior.
Still, he was alive. That was worth something. Slaten left the room to find Eraes again, only to see Teren running toward him, shrieking.
"Slaten!" She threw herself at his knees, forcing him to stoop to pick her up. "They said you were sick and I couldn't see you! But then Laeri said that you were better now!"
"I do feel better." He managed to smile for her sake. "Are you okay?"
"I'm fine. They make me carry things, but not big things like the adults. I don't know why we have to stay here but it isn't so bad. Can we go home, Slaten? Can it be soon?"
"Most likely we'll stay here for a while longer." As he carried Teren further, Slaten saw that more of his old allies had gathered. Melal had a huge grin on his face, Celivia gave him a quiet smile, and Eraes sat at her desk and pretended she wasn't interested. No Tani, which was a question for later.
"Counted you out too soon!" Melal moved forward and slapped him hard on the shoulder. "I see they already got one of these damn collars on you. But we'll break out soon enough, you can count on it."
The bold declaration made Slaten glance around for Deathspawn. When she saw him looking, Eraes gave a short shake of her head. "Nobody is pretending to be happy about this. As long as we don't kill any guards or try to escape, our lives are peaceful. You should still talk to Kolanin and learn all the rules, though."
Though Slaten wanted to talk to them for hours, it seemed that they had more work to do. After letting Teren go with a Coran woman she seemed to know, Slaten moved out of the building and stared at the sky again. Fragmented clouds scattered to the horizon in every direction, slightly unusual given how far into the dry season it must have been.
He wanted to explore his surroundings better, but given that they were prisoners, that could easily lead to problems. Instead Slaten asked the nearest guards he saw about where Kolanin was. They pointed to the only building nearby with two levels - an easy enough guess. Slaten thanked them in Futhik and headed toward it.
In the front room he found two Catai lounging with their weapons: Loravasik and a suited Deathspawn he didn't know. Though the room was much rougher than in Bundlin, the basic form of it hadn't changed. Neither of them cared about him, so he might as well be just another human to them, but they only waved him toward the stairs when he approached.
When he reached the top, he found Kolanin seated at a desk, leaning forward with his head in his hands. He quickly straightened and smiled when he saw Slaten.
"I am glad to see you well. That's one fewer casualty."
Slaten swallowed. "How many died?"
"Sorry, I shouldn't have brought it up. The answer is that we don't know for sure. Some bodies fell in the river, many of those remaining cannot be identified, and everything is complicated by those who fled. Bundlin is... not the city it once was."
"And where is this?" Slaten moved to the large window and looked out over the small community. Even from his greater height, it looked little different than it had on the ground floor: a few buildings clustered in the middle of the grasslands. He couldn't identify where they were in the Chorhan Expanse, the only unusual characteristic being a high number of dark boulder mounds. From this position he could see that the piles of earth lay beside what appeared to be holes dug deep into the ground.
"It was an abandoned Coran village, once." Kolanin came to stand beside him, leaning heavily on the side of the window. "Now it is... both a prison and a mining operation. We've called it Ith Ire. A very old name, but it wasn't my choice."
Slaten said nothing. There was little he could say. After a time, Kolanin continued.
"I don't want to be cruel, but I'm afraid certain orders are absolute. Anyone who attempts to escape must be stopped, or executed if they persist. Beyond that, there are certain numbers I need to meet in the mining operations. Provided you stay and assist with the work, you should have relative freedom. We'll give you time to recover before you begin working, of course."
"Can Dea - can mansthein leave Ith Ire?"
"Anyone who stays for more than a brief visit cannot leave." Kolanin straightened and met his gaze, no emotion in his eyes. "I don't know why, but the restriction applies as much to me as to you. This is a prison for all of us. All we can do is make the best of it for now."
"For now? Until when?"
Kolanin didn't answer as he slowly returned to his desk. When he did speak, his voice was very soft. "I don't know."
Though Slaten stayed for a while longer, looking out over Ith Ire, it was clear there was nothing else to say. He headed back down the stairs, trying to find his place in this new order. The pain had ebbed away, but in some ways the ice had been easier.




Chapter 24

-
"The continent of Breilin is roughly divided into three regions: militaristic kingdoms north of the Sotunn mountains, developed cultures in the south, and mixed groups in the arid central region. With the exception of Estronn, these central groups are generally poorly organized and among the least developed of human societies."
- mansthein field manual on central Breilin
-
Tani bent lower in the grass, watching her target as it hesitated by the water. Not yet.
Though she wore a tattered cloak that didn't blend with the grasses particularly well, the sein flowing through her body obscured her. Her skill remained far from mastery, but fleeing the Deathspawn patrols had forced her to practice her neglected arts. She was confident that the duusha would never hear her footsteps, but it might spot her and dart away.
Normally she could run down a duusha, but as her rumbling stomach had reminded her multiple times that day, she wasn't at her best. She desperately needed to take this one down. No amount of power could make up for her lack of knowledge of local conditions, or the fact that it was simply a bad season for hunting.
Finally the duusha bent down to drink, relaxing in the absence of predators. Tani held her breath and rose, shifting the knives that had grown sweaty in her hand.
The first throw hit the duusha in the shoulder and it staggered, still able to run. While it stumbled, she landed the second throw directly in the beast's heart. Though it walked for a while longer, it soon collapsed to the ground. Tani hurried beside it, grasped one of the horns, and drove her sickle knife into the creature's head quickly to end its pain.
After so long waiting, the kill itself felt anticlimactic. Tani was hungry enough to cook and eat the animal that moment, but knew that wasn't the best use of her time invested. Instead she wrapped up the duusha in a cloth and positioned it over her shoulders.
Now, the only question was which way she should go next. Given how far she'd needed to wander, returning to the Coran village might be more trouble than it was worth. She recalled there was a town to the west, though her memory of the map was unclear. It grew less clear with every day, but she hadn't exactly been able to consult maps while on the run.
As Tani began jogging toward her new destination, she scanned the horizon carefully. It had been some time since anyone had come after her. She'd actually been surprised by a troop of Deathspawn and they'd just passed her by, so it seemed there was no hunt for her specifically. Still, best to be cautious.
Rumors about Bundlin had spread across the Chorhan Expanse. Many of them were exaggerated and warped to be shocking, yet none of them captured the horror that she had experienced. Not just the power of the Zeitai, but how the Hero had swept through a peaceful city and...
Tani clenched her eyes closed, refocusing. Rumors suggested that her friends were still alive but captured and forced to work in an unknown location. Though Tani had traveled much further west than before and was thus closer to home, going back wasn't an option. Her first objective was to find them and help if she could. Except that if another Hero came... she didn't want to lose herself again.
A looming gate interrupted her thoughts. As Tani trotted closer to the town, she realized that it might actually be an Oken community. Yet the name had been something very Coran - Hedebal, she thought. Getting closer, however, confirmed her first impression.
Twin tree trunks were bound together by complex woodwork, forming a gate attached to nothing. Her master had said that the Oken tradition was that the gate would keep out evil spirits. Tani had wondered what kept the spirits from just walking around the side, though she suspected that question wouldn't be appreciated. Just to be sure, she moved out of her way to walk through the gate and pass into the village of slanted houses.
Though the buildings looked of similar construction to a Coran village, she didn't see a single thatch roof, they were all made from some sort of baked tile. What surprised her even more was that she could hear the sound of drums throughout the village, and even saw a group dancing outside one of the larger houses. There were brightly colored flags flying from several houses as well.
Had she been expecting a village of Slatens standing around staring dourly at each other? Maybe. Tani smiled at herself and did her best to set aside such expectations.
Most of the men wore a mantle that reminded her of Slaten, though there was more variety in color among them. What surprised her were the women. Though some wore similar mantles clasped by metal rings, others wore only an inner robe wrapped tightly around them with a tie she couldn't figure out from simply observing.
Tani found that she was getting more stares than she expected, many of them apparently hostile. Worrying that her lack of Okeni might be an issue, Tani searched for the first place she could find that might purchase the duusha. She spotted a building with a short Oken man in front, skinning an animal.
"Hello!" Tani greeted him in Coran. He looked up at her, seemed surprised, then smiled and turned toward the house. After a string of Okeni, a woman appeared from within the house. She cast Tani a sour glance and spoke in Coran.
"What is it?"
"I would like to sell this." Tani opened her cloth to reveal the duusha. The man grunted in acknowledgment and moved to pull it onto his table, examining it. While he worked, Tani smiled at the woman. "This is the town of Hedebal, right?"
"Yes." The woman's brevity might be explained by not being comfortable speaking in Coran, though judging from her expression, Tani wondered.
"You don't mind visitors here, do you?"
"Polite visitors."
"Ah, should I have greeted you?" Tani vaguely knew the wrist-grasping greeting from Slaten and extended her hand, but the woman pointedly ignored her.
After a time, the man finished his evaluation. The two of them exchanged rapid Okeni words and Tani caught a few familiar words for money. After a moment, the woman turned to her and pulled open a small knot in the fabric at her waist, revealing a small stash of coins.
"We will pay two Easterns and six Arches." The man said something and the woman scowled at him. "Nine Arches."
Given how few options she had, Tani didn't have much choice. She accepted the coins, trying to remember how much they were worth. The value of Easterns was set by the Coran kingdoms, which struck her as frustrating compared to the simple mathematical money most Rhen exchanged. Arches were Oken currency and she wasn't sure how much they were worth, if she could even use them further south or east.
Overall, she had much less than she'd hoped. Having been supported by her family and then her master, Tani hadn't realized how difficult it could be to make a living, or how much Dhunor and Yomeri had offered by hosting her. She had no hope of replacing her lost weapons - just keeping herself fed while she traveled was challenge enough.
"Is there anywhere I could find food here?" Tani swallowed her pride. "Or work?"
The woman nodded in one direction with a grunt, still scowling. Though Tani would have been happy to leave her, she decided she might as well ask the awkward question now.
"Have I done something to offend you? Why is everyone staring at me?"
"We don't want whores in this village."
Tani gasped in surprise and the Oken woman took her stunned moment as an opportunity to move away. The man gave her a partial wave and promptly received a yell from his partner.
Wandering away toward the building indicated, Tani found herself interpreting the stares entirely differently. She checked in case her clothing had torn, but she had maintained it well and it struck her as respectable warrior garb. It might follow her form slightly, but nowhere near as much as the thin layer of cloth most Oken women wore.
On her way, she paid more attention to the drums and the dancing. Abruptly she remember her master saying something about the Oken celebrating like this on the same day that the Nelee celebrated Soul's Rest. The last time that day had passed had been a little before she arrived at Bundlin... no, how could it have been a year? It seemed impossible until she thought about all that had happened to her in that time.
Shaking her head, Tani focused on her destination. When she stepped into the building, Tani had to blink as the sunlight gave way to a cooler interior. The room had a low table, a series of stools... a dismantled Coran noodle wagon?
"Hello there! We don't get many Rhen in here!" Behind the table stood a Coran man wearing an Oken mantle clasped by a stone ring. He gave her a friendly grin, so Tani replied with a smile.
"May I have something to eat?" Thankfully her stomach didn't chime in.
"Of course, of course! This is a little early, but I have some bread cooking."
Coran bread was not what Tani had been hoping for, but she was so hungry her body insisted. In addition to the usual dags, she was given a large dish of green leaves and a bowl with some sort of vegetable sauce. Perhaps a Coran tradition she hadn't seen or a concession to the Oken setting - either way, she was very grateful for it.
Once Tani had sated her hunger a little, she finished the rest more slowly and spoke up. "Thank you, this is very good. A woman said I might be able to find work here? Then again, she might have meant somewhere else..."
"No, you can." The man leaned back against the wall behind his table. "I'm Ramdelen, by the way."
"Tani of the Nelee."
"I do cover a variety of jobs that require people to go outside town. But now, I mainly need people who can lift and carry tiles. They're not exactly light, are you sure you can?"
"Do you have any here?" Tani set down her food and went where he indicated, finding several piles of the Oken roof tiles in the corner. They were heavier than she expected, but gathering her sein, she was able to lift them without too much difficulty.
Moving a large number over a longer period would be difficult, however. It irritated her that all her training in sein intensity or stealth did her little good when it came to this. The sein she needed for raw strength simply wasn't the same as the power she usually required. Still, she had enough.
"Huh, you're stronger than you look. Alright, I'll let you join the crew. I guarantee you'll work up an appetite doing it... tell you what, I'll give you a little more. Signing bonus." Ramdelen tore off another blob of bread and gave her another dish of vegetables. Tani thanked him with a smile and dug in.
Since he seemed friendlier than the other people she'd met, Tani decided that he might be worth asking. "A woman outside called me a whore. Do you know why?"
"Pants."
Tani blinked at him.
"Oken women aren't supposed to wear anything with legs. It's supposed to rile up the male appetites. We don't get many Rhen here, so they're not used to it."
"I see." Tani chewed for a while, trying to imagine herself wearing one of those colored cloths. It seemed like the cloth would come undone if she ran anywhere. "Should I wear something different while I'm working with you?"
"I wouldn't try. I've been here for twenty years and they only just stopped glaring at me for wearing the Oken mantle. And I'm sure some of the men will never forgive me for taking one of their women."
Had Slaten been scandalized by her outfit? Most likely not, as he had seen many cultures in Bundlin. Still, her appreciation for him was growing.
Ramdelen leaned onto the table beside her and spoke in a lower voice. "You may look alike, but Oken and Rhen seem pretty different to me. You Rhen, you might stick together, but everybody follows their own path. For the Oken, there is only the tribe. It takes some getting used to."
Though Tani disliked how broadly he spoke, she accepted that he likely had things to teach her. But she had no intention of staying long enough to get used to it. "When can I start working?"




Chapter 25

-
"The humans of Breilin are notable primarily for their cannibalism. Some believe that consuming the bodies of their foes grants them power, while others are simply so impoverished that eating their own kind is necessary to avoid starvation. It is extremely likely that they would also be willing to eat mansthein if possible and soldiers in the field should be prepared to encounter such barbarism."
- mansthein field manual on central Breilin
-
As soon as the overseer moved on, Melal leaned against the wall with his pickaxe behind his head. He'd spent a while creating an incline on this wall so that he could lie back at an angle and almost sleep. Whenever another Deathspawn showed up, it was easy to tip back to his feet and pretend that he had been working the entire time.
When it had started, he'd been afraid they'd make him actually work. As far as he was concerned, the Deathspawn were fucking idiots. Everyone knew workers would stop trying if you didn't watch them. He'd imagined constant whips and abuse, but the idiots seemed to believe they would actually keep working on their own.
Of course, some people really were that stupid. Melal kept one eye open, watching Slaten bring his pickaxe against the stone over and over again. How long would he go before he realized it was pointless? Then again, Melal had watched him repeat the same movements on the training grounds, so...
"What are you digging for?" Melal pushed off the wall. "Think you're going to find gold or something?"
Slaten finally stopped his movements and turned to him. "Are we mining for gold? No one has explained what we're doing here."
"If you ask me, you should have milked those injuries for longer. Now that you're in the mines, it's monotonous work every day." Melal came closer and stared at the partially broken rocks in the flickering light of the torches. "I have no idea what we're mining for. They look at the rocks we cart out sometimes, but they dump them all. Another reason it's pointless to put a lot of work into this."
"Well, we're prisoners. I don't think we're supposed to profit from the work." Slaten rotated his pickaxe in his hand slowly. "But I thought the movements were a good opportunity for Coran strength training. Let sein flow through the muscles, time the shifting with each swing..."
"You might think that at first, but you'll regret it if you try that for an entire day. Believe me, at the end your arms will be aching and your inner strength will be killing you. And the more work you do, the more they'll expect from you."
"We don't have many opportunities to train, though."
Melal sighed and rubbed his eyes. "Is that all you think about? We should be a lot more concerned about what the hell the Deathspawn are up to. And what they're going to do about the next hero that shows up."
That got a reaction, Slaten's already thin eyes narrowing even further, blue like chips of ice. "Do we know what their plans are?"
"Wish we did. But it's obvious that it's going to happen. They might be able to stop a false hero, but more people will keep being inspired by the Legend. Eventually the real Hero will show up, then they'll have a serious problem on their hands." It had taken Melal a while to come to that conclusion, something he never would have done if he'd wasted his energy attacking a bunch of rocks. Melal poked at the stone idly with one end of his pickaxe. "I think that's why they have us out in the middle of nowhere. When the Hero shows up, they don't want him to have anywhere to run."
"Hmm." Slaten seemed to withdraw, considering the thought. Well, better than dismissing him as so many others did.
Before they could talk any further, the rock tunnel behind them flickered with the approach of another torch. Always made it so easy. Melal began throwing himself at the rock wall, wildly striking with all his strength to prove how hard he was working. Slaten just returned to his methodical swings, making Melal look good by comparison.
But when the torch approached, it proved to be just Ulviab. He was alright as far as Deathspawn went, never a harsh taskmaster. It made him uncomfortable to think about, but Melal sort of hoped that Ulviab would leave before the Hero arrived, so that he could survive.
"Oh, good work." Ulviab had a simple, wide face that was transformed by a large smile that didn't show his Deathspawn teeth. "It's nice to see you making so much progress."
Melal grunted and set down his pickaxe, pretending to be proud of his work. His chest was heaving from the recent exertions, so he really did seem like he'd been working hard. Usually Ulviab gave a few words of encouragement and moved on, but this time he paused.
"Ah, young man... you are the one who joined us just today, correct? I hope that your injuries are not causing you any trouble."
Slaten shook his head. "I've recovered fully."
"Well, don't overexert yourself. It seems we will be mining for a long time to come, so there is no point wearing yourself out in a sprint." Ulviab touched him lightly on the forearm and gave him another smile. "I don't know what experience you've had with my people, but I hope your time here need not be more unpleasant than necessary. We're all working together here."
It would be better not to irritate Ulviab, but Melal couldn't help himself. "Work together? When we're the ones swinging the pickaxes and you're just watching?"
"I admit my job seems easier, but someone needs to manage everything." Ulviab seemed completely untroubled by the challenge, turning his smile on Melal instead. "As a matter of fact, we have begun bringing mansthein into the mine in one of the deeper tunnels. We've struck rock that only sein-trained warriors can make significant progress on. So for the near future, humans and mansthein will be working side by side!"
They might have said more, but at that point a small creature poked its head out of the sling of cloth Ulviab wore around his neck. Melal just glanced at the furry face briefly, while Slaten stopped in surprise. "What is that?"
"This?" Ulviab's smile widened even further and he pulled the creature out of the sling. It clawed and bit at his fingers playfully, doing no harm. "This is called a cat - or rather, this one is still young, so it is called a kitten. You do not have them on Breilin, I think, though there are much larger creatures of this kind in the mountains."
"What's it for?" Slaten bent closer, observing it. Melal rolled his eyes. He admitted they were cute little things, but he'd grown tired of Ulviab's hobby.
"In my home, they are cared for as pets." Ulviab stroked the kitten's head with one thumb and it mewled at him before attacking the thumb. "However, when they are fully grown, they are adept at killing rats and other vermin. Did you know that a large portion of each harvest is lost to rats? I thought that introducing cats could assist with problems of supplies, so I am trying to raise new litters."
"I understand."
"Would you like to play with one?"
Slaten gave Ulviab his usual blank stare. After a moment, Ulviab laughed and tucked the kitten back into the cloth. "Well, there's no need now. I actually came to check on your progress and see if you couldn't join the others in the new tunnels. It seems you have some strength - and Melal, you've made more progress than I expected! Very good, you're learning to channel that power."
No, surely not... Melal seethed as he realized what Slaten had done to him. Thanks to his stubbornness, he'd gotten them noticed. Now they'd get transferred to this new tunnel, where they'd probably be forced to work harder. And alongside Deathspawn, which turned his stomach. Having to deal with Ulviab was one thing - the man didn't seem even slightly trained - but having to work alongside blooded killers was another.
It was too late, though. Ulviab waved for them to follow and they snuffed their lantern before following his. Melal glared over at Slaten, who returned an uncomprehending stare. Of course he did.
They soon made their way back to the central chamber, the only part of the mine that wasn't cramped corridors. When a cart of rocks moved through, they still had to press themselves to the side to give it space. Tunnels extended in multiple directions, a random pattern that meant nothing to Melal. He didn't know much about mining, but he was pretty sure this was a stupid way to go about it.
Only two people occupied the chamber, an overseer who coordinated workers and Laeri. She was supposed to be there to help heal injuries from accidents, but at the moment was playing with one of the kittens. As it pounced and wriggled on her arm, Laeri giggled like a child.
Melal tried not to scowl as they approached. It was unfair that she got treated better as a healer, didn't even need to wear a collar. She did seem to hate the Deathspawn, though, and she was damn beautiful. Whenever he got injured, he always hoped that it was Laeri who helped him instead of that Deathspawn bitch.
"Be careful not to let it fall!" Ulviab said. "It could get run over by a cart!"
"I won't." Laeri didn't even look up, still playing with the kitten. Meanwhile, the overseer glanced over the small group.
"What's with these two? Insubordination?"
Ulviab waved a hand. "No, no. I'm moving them to the lower tunnels. See if we can't make some more progress there." He scooped the kitten out of his clothes and set it down next to Laeri. It almost immediately pounced on the other one and the two began tumbling, making Laeri laugh in delight.
They took a tunnel Melal had never been down before, wider than the others. The reason became obvious soon as he spotted a wooden structure with a rope ladder leading down a shaft. There was a woman crouched beside it, waiting - not a bad looking one, though smudged from work and covered by a shapeless tunic. She rose to her feet when they approached.
"Can we go down now?"
"The three of you should be good enough for today." Ulviab gestured expansively toward the rope ladder. "It looks dark from here, but I made sure there were enough lanterns below. Go report to a man named Safakiv. He'll direct you to where you should start working. From now you will report to him every day, understand?"
They nodded and Ulviab left them with a cheery wave. The three just stood beside the shaft, not eager to move on. Eventually Melal decided he should be the brave one and step forward. He was careful to grip the ladder tightly as he went over the edge, then began to make his way down.
As he'd hoped, Slaten didn't move quickly. That meant the woman came next and when he looked up he saw a shapely ass instead of Slaten's legs. Loose as her tunic was, when the woman's legs moved he could catch glimpses of the curves underneath. It looked like she had good muscles for a woman.
Though there were several lanterns on the level below, they failed to light up the tunnel as well as they did above. The stone itself was darker, maybe, though Melal didn't care about that. What mattered was whether this Safakiv would be a pain in the ass or not.
Once all three of them reached the bottom, a Deathspawn approached. He had a large scar across his mottled green-gray face and otherwise looked like most of his kind. A bit bigger and tougher, perhaps, definitely had some training in inner strength. After looking them all over, he gave a low grunt.
"You'll do. The main thing here is to make progress however you can. I don't care if you slam your head into the rock, so long as you get through. If you can't make it here, we'll send you back up. Understand?"
They nodded, not that they had much of a choice.
"Alright, you two - down the left corridor. But you..." His eyes fell on the woman and Safakiv licked his lips. "I think I have easier duties for you."
He moved forward and she stepped back on instinct, but she was pinned in the tight corridor. The Deathspawn tugged her shirt out of her belt, jammed his hand underneath, and began to crawl up her shirt. Rage boiled in Melal's veins as he saw him paw over her. Though the woman shuddered in revulsion, there was little she could do, little any of them could do.
"Well?" Safakiv looked back at them and sneered. "Don't you have work to be doing?"
Melal hefted his pickaxe, imagining driving it into the Deathspawn's skull. He could say it was an accident, maybe, then the woman would be grateful. But the Deathspawn settled his hand on the hilt of his sword and glared straight at him, as if he knew what he was thinking.
"She was sent here to work," Slaten said. Safakiv turned his glare on him.
"And this is all the work women are good for. Human cunts have all these fancy thoughts... at least most mansthein women know their place." The woman's eyes were filled with hatred, but she did nothing, just let his hand reach up her shirt.
"Safakiv!" A new voice called from one of the tunnels. It proved to belong to a Rhen man carrying a lantern. At first Melal disregarded him, then he saw that the man wasn't as scrawny as most Rhen. Safakiv tugged his hand out of the woman's shirt and turned to glower at him.
"This better be worth it."
"We broke open a new crack. It smells odd and some of the men are feeling light-headed. Think we need to check for gas again?"
"Dammit." Safakiv stomped away down the corridor, soon disappearing into the shadows.
With him gone, the tension faded. Melal was still furious at the Deathspawn's presumptuousness, didn't see why the others weren't just as angry. Slaten didn't look like he felt anything at all, the woman was still pressing her back against the rock, and the Rhen had a neutral expression. He turned to the woman and spoke in a low voice.
"There's not much I can do. Stay away from Safakiv, don't let him get you alone, and it won't be as bad. There's always a big group in the rightmost tunnel."
Nodding, the woman headed in that direction, pushing her shirt back into her belt. Meanwhile, the Rhen turned back to the two of them and smiled.
"I heard he was putting you in the left tunnel? I hope you're strong, because that one is damn hard going. I'm Rhilanor, by the way." He didn't hold out a palm in the funny way that Rhen did, instead giving Melal a quick bow. "Not sure what we're doing down here, but the Deathspawn seem to be getting impatient."
"Just who are you?" Melal demanded. "They have some kind of human overseer now?"
The Rhen raised both hands, as passive as most of his kind. "Not at all. I just want everything to move smoothly."
"By giving orders? You don't look so tough to me - can you even swing a pickaxe hard enough to break through stone like this? I'm not taking orders from-"
Rhilanor punched him. The blow hit his shoulder and slammed Melal into the tunnel wall hard enough that he dropped his pickaxe. He sprang off the wall, roaring, only to find Rhilanor grinning at him.
"I don't give orders here. But I'll kick your ass if you mouth off to me."
Despite himself, Melal grinned back. "Alright, you can hit. Can you take a punch, or do you just throw them?"
"I suppose I hit you once. It's only fair for you to get a chance." Rhilanor gestured for him to come with one hand, still smiling insufferably.
Melal wanted to hit him straight in the face, knock out some of those teeth. Unfortunately, it looked like this Rhen was a lot tougher than most. Plus, brawling would only bring attention they didn't want.
Instead Melal settled for hitting him in the shoulder as hard as he could. Rhilanor grunted and had to take a step back, but he didn't fall. Damn, he was tough. Melal hadn't met a Rhen like that before and found his grin widening.
"Alright, you're not so bad. I'm Melal."
They made their introductions as they headed down the tunnel, which branched off at a few points. Melal lost track of the exact direction, not that it mattered. In the end they reached a wall of solid rock, not so different from the one he'd been chipping away at above. There were a couple other men there, trying to widen the corridor for some reason.
Soon they were back to exactly the same kind of work. Except that now Melal couldn't rest - even if there were no Deathspawn, he didn't want to look bad in front of Rhilanor and the others. Yet every swing of the pickaxe jarred his hands. This stone was definitely harder than the stone above.
Usually Melal didn't like to focus on inner strength too much. Looked like he didn't have a choice. Melal flexed his muscles, making sure the power was pumping through them. He swung again, this time making a proper dent. It was going to be hell doing it all day, though, and his hands already hurt. Maybe he could get moved to a different corridor. There were so many here, the overseers obviously couldn't keep track of progress on all of them.
Metal clattering on stone interrupted him. Melal turned to find Slaten frowning down, his pickaxe fallen from his hands. Rhilanor stopped his work and came up beside them.
"Having trouble?"
"Just harder than I thought." Slaten's hands seemed to be trembling in pain as he took up his pickaxe again.
"Yeah, this stone is tougher than it looks. Seems like you've made some real progress, but you're going to hurt yourself going that hard." Rhilanor paused, glanced down the corridor, then turned toward Slaten and Melal with a conspiratorial look. "You want to learn a little technique that will help?"
Slaten nodded and Melal shrugged.
"This is technically a secret Kelfaa art, but I think given the circumstances I can teach it. We call it the Scorched Palm. You have to move sein through your skin, right as the impact jars your body. Gradually, your body gets tougher and you don't even feel it anymore."
Rhilanor showed them the technique slowly, opening his lantern and letting the flame burn right next to his hand. Though Melal wasn't much good at observing new techniques like that, he was usually good at physical ones. There were a few tricks to it, but Rhilanor made suggestions as they tried to copy him.
They started with the flames in the lanterns, which got his hand pretty burned before he got the hang of it. From there they moved to using the same skill while striking at the wall. After about a hundred strikes, Melal felt like he'd got it. His hands were completely numb and the pain from the blows was gone.
"Keep practicing the Scorched Palm and work like this won't hurt you in the slightest," Rhilanor said. "It creates a tougher layer of sein in your skin, too. My master can be stabbed through the stomach and not even feel it, though it takes years to master it to that extent. But it's useful for this sort of work, no? And this way all our time down here isn't wasted."
Slaten had been standing and staring at his hands, then nodded. "Thank you, Rhilanor. I may have some questions to ask you about the technique after we finish work today."
"I'll answer them if I can. This isn't really my role, they just grabbed me from Bundlin while I was traveling through..." As they worked, Rhilanor told them his story, having no difficulty speaking while swinging his pickaxe. Apparently he'd been traveling on an assignment, not like whatever ritual the Rhen girl had been doing. In Bundlin he'd been near the battle, so he'd been captured with the others.
Melal preferred not to think about that. He dedicated himself to hitting the rocks, over and over again, letting the numbness in his hands spread through the rest of his body. Since Slaten often didn't talk even when he could, things soon went silent except for the sounds of their work.
It got boring fast. Melal started imagining that the stone was a Deathspawn face, broken apart by his swings. One day, the Hero would arrive and then they'd all die - all the Deathspawn would die. When that day came, he'd fight alongside the Hero, he was sure of it.
Just when Melal thought that he couldn't take it anymore, he noticed that Slaten had stopped working. Finally, even his dull stubbornness had given out. Yet when Melal stopped to look more closely, he saw that something was off. It looked like a large area of stone had broken open. Slaten bent down beside it, looking at something.
"Is this important?" He raised his hand, revealing a fragment of silver. It looked almost like part of a shattered blade.
When Rhilanor saw it, his eyes went wide. "It could be! Stand back, let us take care of this!"
Several men along with Rhilanor moved up and began striking the area with precise aggression. Melal was almost impressed with how they coordinated their strikes, one after another without getting in the way of the others. Their inner strength was focused, too, as if trying to carve out something instead of just hammer through the rock.
With surprising speed, they opened a new area. The wall crumbled into not only dark rock, but also fragments that looked like polished stone. Melal had been standing back and using the opportunity to rest, but that made him look again.
It seemed that there was something man-made inside the rock. Though it was shattered, the pieces were clearly not natural. When they uncovered the main part of it, they discovered scattered fragments like the ones Slaten had found, as well as gold and what looked like a small jewel. They all stared down at it, then Rhilanor bent and gathered it up in his hands.
"This isn't a vein of ore, but I think we need to tell them. Not Safakiv, what's the name of the one that stays up top?"
"Herakin?" The answer came from one of the other men and Rhilanor nodded.
"Right, him. If this is something that matters, we might get the rest of the day off, boys. Let's go."
They sifted all the unusual pieces from the rubble and collected them in a sack, then went up as a group. Did they all get the reward because they'd found it together? Then again, Melal wasn't sure the Deathspawn would give them any reward at all. He was just glad not to be swinging his pickaxe for a while.
Getting out into the sunlight was always a relief, especially earlier in the day instead of at sunset. Melal stretched, wincing as his muscles complained. While he did so, Rhilanor and the others headed toward one of the central buildings with surprising speed, forcing him to run to catch up.
Herakin turned out to be a lean Deathspawn with no muscle on him. He was sitting back with his feet up on a desk beside Eraes. His clothes were silk robes similar to Kolanin, though Herakin wore them loosely and didn't seem to care that some of the ends were frayed. When they entered, he pretended not to see them until they crowded around his desk.
"Alright, fine. What stupid bullshit have you gotten worked up over this time?" He didn't take his legs off the desk, just stared at them with hooded eyes.
"This." Rhilanor emptied the sack onto the desk.
Abruptly Herakin jerked, swinging his legs off the table and leaning forward. There was real interest in his eyes as he stared at what they'd found, then began sorting through the rubble. He pushed the gold aside as if uninterested, instead collecting the marble in one pile and focusing most of his attention on the silver shards. After a time, he sat back and nodded.
"Well, fuck me. You're not wasting my time." Herakin stared at them all as if surprised, though his face still had a reflexive smirk.
"What is it?" Rhilanor asked. "Something we were looking for?"
"No, not exactly. But this was made from one of the minerals that we're looking for. If someone created voidlinks from it long ago, they must have gotten the materials from somewhere." His smirk slid off his face, replaced with a skeptical expression. "Though given how void materials work, this might not mean anything. What the fuck were they thinking, sending me here?"
Since no one knew what was going on, they just stayed there, clustered around the table and its mysterious contents. After a while, Herakin sighed and sat back in his chair.
"Not sure what this means, but it's better than fucking nothing. All of you get the rest of the day off as a reward, I guess. But if we might find things like this, we can't just have brutes smashing their way through the rock. Dammit, but I don't think I can get a proper crew here..."
Herakin chewed on one finger as he stared at the rubble on his desk. Whatever the issue was, Melal was tired and didn't really care. He'd been given a day off, that was good enough for him. The only reason he stayed was that the others hadn't moved away either and it would have felt strange to be the first to go.
Eraes leaned over to look and her eyes widened slightly. "Is that a box? As in, crafted by human hands?"
"Or mansthein hands, thank you very much." Herakin shook his head. "Old ruins are nothing special, though. Lots of dead civilizations around the world, you practically trip over them. What I'm trying to figure out is if this is an accident, or if we started digging here in order to find things like this."
"Are they valuable?"
"Not like anyone will pay for them. But maybe the materials could be reforged..."
Before they could talk further, Safakiv came up to the group, demanding to know what was going on. Eraes made an expression of distaste and moved out of the door on the other side, which seemed to signal for the others to scatter as well.
Melal finally slouched away from the group, getting to his bunk as soon as possible. He relaxed back on it, hands behind his head. The numbness throughout his arms was a bit unpleasant, but it was better than the ache after a full day of work. Maybe this wouldn't be so bad.
Whatever they'd found, he had a feeling it wouldn't matter in the end. It wasn't like anyone paid them. No, it was just some stupid game played among the Deathspawn. When the Hero came, all of that would be swept aside in cleansing fire.
Until then, the Legend would simply wait. Melal was good at waiting.




Chapter 26

-
"All populations in central Breilin eat a substance known as 'bread' - a simple starchy compound largely without flavor. For them, food is considered solely a source of energy, not culture or pleasure. Soldiers stationed in the region are recommended to eat this substance so as to be accepted, but creation of other foods will likely be necessary for the sake of morale."
- mansthein field manual on central Breilin
-
Veron fumbled one of her tiles, sending it skittering across the table. She gave a belching apology and grabbed for it, palming another tile from the stack in the meantime. The other patrons laughed and at least one noticed that she was cheating, but everyone was too drunk to care.
Once she got her tile in place, Veron sat back and took a long drink from the gourd beside her. It'd take forever before it was her turn again. Jabble was a fucking stupid game, only a little better when completely wasted. She didn't know what all the rest were squinting about at the tiles, as if they were going to find genius rattling around in their heads.
The geezer to her left took his sweet time ogling all his tiles, even though he was just going to create another stack like always. He'd said his name and Veron had immediately forgotten it. Since he was a boring geezer except for his eyepatch, he was Eyepatch to her.
Across the table from her was Shifty, who was only pretending to drink and cheating his ass off. Most of her coins were heading over to him. She'd have been okay with it if the bastard wasn't so goddamn smug about each hand he won. Veron took another drink and eyed his pile of winnings. Like a dozen Westerns, twenty Easterns, a couple Southerns, and a shitload of random smaller coins. An okay amount for one night, but he kept cheating.
To her right was Fuckface, who had been blubbering over everyone since he got drunk. Had pawed at her a few times, also pawed at Shifty. Several of his tiles were facing the wrong way, letting everyone see them. She wasn't sure he'd even bet the last few rounds, not that it mattered.
"I'll make Castle this round." Eyepatch put a tile in place on the left, because of course he did. Veron rolled her eyes.
"Have you even seen a Castle?"
He snorted and scratched at his remaining eye. "I'll have you know I visit East Corah every few years. Plenty of castles there."
"She meant in the game." Shifty smirked and placed his own tile, capturing the set. "You're terrible at this."
"This... how did you...?" Eyepatch stared down at the tiles, shocked. The answer to the question he asked was that Shifty had been swapping his tiles with the discard pile since they'd gotten drunk. The answer to the question he should have asked was that he was a fucking idiot.
How stupid did you have to be to play Jabble badly? Veron was shit at games and knew it, which was why she'd always refused to play Yenith against that Teralanthan bitch. When it came to actual strategy, Veron wasn't so good. But playing Jabble was just about not being a complete fucking moron and then hoping you got lucky.
Or cheating.
Now it was Fuckface's turn, and he didn't do shit. When Shifty elbowed him, he lurched backward, nearly falling off his chair. "Do ya... do ya remember when tha whole fort..." Fuckface made a rude sound and waved his hand, roughly approximating an explosion. Veron took a drink to avoid showing any interest, while Eyepatch glared at him.
"The fuck are you talking about?" Veron asked. Eyepatch glared at him, but Fuckface was beyond noticing.
"Ya know... new weapon, everybody said... Kor... Koray... Korayny... that Aryabaus guy..." He made another vague gesture, confirming what she had suspected.
"I heard about that. But if Aryabaus really has some brand new weapon, why isn't he using it more? What's the point of attacking just once?"
Eyepatch and Shifty glanced at each other, which wasn't suspicious at all. Eyepatch eventually answered slowly. "It's just rumors, but they say the Coran resistance is always on top of him. He tries to do anything, they hit hard. They have him pinned in his keep."
"Huh. How about that." Veron realized that Fuckface had finally made an attempt at a move, so she slid a tile of her own into place, capturing the pyramid in front of her. "But they're not confident enough to take him on directly?"
"You'd have to be a fool." Shifty was still eyeing her suspiciously. "Do you have some kind of stake in this conflict?"
"Me? Nah. Just worried about more bandits on the roads. Dangerous enough for a woman going alone, much less if both armies get broken up."
That got a snort from Eyepatch. "Please, the resistance is all local boys. They're not going to bother an upstanding Coran woman."
Veron raised both eyebrows at that, but didn't say anything. After Eyepatch made another awful attempt at a Castle, Shifty seized the entire round. As he raked in his winnings, Veron idly considered whether they were working together, Eyepatch setting up Shifty to win. Didn't quite add up, though.
As they kept playing, Veron kept losing her money and gaining information. They clearly had some sort of connection to the resistance, but it was a secondary thing. A little better than rumors, just not much better. Still, she'd take it, and it wasn't a problem to lend them her money.
When she'd started out trying to gather information about the resistance, all she'd wanted was to be sure it was safe to go back to being a bandit. She'd visited the hideout of some old friends and found the place smashed to pieces and everything looted. Thought it might have been an internal fight, if not for the bandit hung up by his balls as a warning to others.
Asking around, she'd discovered that the locals thought it was the Coran resistance, helping to defend them. Obviously a lie. Most likely she thought this resistance was close to banditry itself, it just knew it was smarter to prey on other bandits first. But given that they didn't seem weak, she didn't want to risk the chance that they were true believers. So for now, she burned money drinking with fools.
As the night wore on, Veron got tired of Jabble, tired of the cheap booze, and especially tired of Fuckface taking forever to place every fucking tile. She realized that it was time to bet again, her vision blurring. How much had she drunk? Veron thought pretty well when she was drunk, but this was near her limit. Besides, she doubted she'd get any more information out of them.
"Just... just a second..." Veron slumped down, obviously fumbling around in her left boot. After a time she came out with a single copper bit. She had five Western Crowns in her right boot, of course, but she was saving those for when she actually needed money. "Uh... boys... I think I might be out..."
Shifty gave her an oily smile. "You can't play Jabble with three, though. We'd let you keep playing... you want to wager your shirt next?"
Veron half-faked a drunken laugh. "You little shit... I'd have to be way drunker than this for you to have a shot at me..."
"Maybe we should go," Eyepatch said. He tried to stand and slumped back down into his seat. "Yeah... it's really late..."
Waving her gourd of cheap beer, Veron staggered to her feet and slouched out of the tavern, leaving most of her money on the table. She'd spent the entire night getting increasingly drunk, lost all the money she'd wagered, and gained only a little information.
Good enough for one evening.
Lurching into an alleyway, Veron pulled herself up against the wall and focused. She brought her hands together, drawing all the sein in her body in a difficult pattern and then sending it flooding downward. Veron closed her eyes to meditate, gave a loud belch, and began the technique.
Though she'd grown practiced with the skill over the years, it had never become routine. Every time, she always remembered. Fighting over scraps in the streets of Noraltan, stepping over shit running in the gutters, chasing after her friends. They were mostly dead now. It all rushed back to her and for a moment, she was a child again.
A very drunken child. Veron took all the fleeting innocence and heavy memory and squeezed it into a little ball. Once she finished, it was a simple matter to let it float outward. As it left her stomach, all her drunkenness vanished.
She was still going to vomit soon to finish purging the alcohol, and she'd have a hell of a hangover in the morning, but Veron was no longer even slightly drunk. After retrieving her sword from where she'd stashed it, she headed back to the tavern and waited for her three friends to emerge.
They eventually came, supporting each other. Fuckface made a pathetic attempt at some kind of drinking song before collapsing, forcing Eyepatch to half-carry him. Frustratingly slowly, they made their way down the street. It was a dark night with clouds blocking most of the stars, so she just needed to wait until they got further away from the lights of the tavern.
Veron tracked them carefully to see if they'd say anything important, but nothing useful emerged from their stupid mouths. Irritating to the end. She waited until they reached an area of the street with no open windows nearby, then fell on them.
In a flash, she grabbed Shifty's sword and tossed it behind her. They turned on her in surprise, with varying degrees of slowness. Veron broke her gourd over Eyepatch's head, dropping him to the ground. Shifty pulled a knife and she disarmed him with a quick flick of her sword before putting the edge to his neck. Perfectly executed.
She then kicked Fuckface in the balls, which wasn't necessary, but he deserved it.
"I've decided I want to play one more round." She tapped her sword against Shifty's neck and smiled. "And I think my hand is a lot better than yours."
"Who the hell are you working for?" Shifty asked.
"Right now, I'm working for the money on your belt. Though I can work for your guts, if you really want."
Shifty seethed, but when he met her gaze he started untying his money pouch. Smart move, considering that she would have been willing to kill them if it was easier. "That's everything. Why are you doing this?"
"Now, unless I have it wrong, at least one of you three is working for this resistance. Am I wrong?"
No answers, just sullen looks. Well, one sullen look, one half-conscious glazed stare, one wince of pain.
"You're lucky I don't actually care all that much. Fine, just one more question. What's the resistance's opinion on the Hero and the Legend?"
"What?" Shifty seemed surprised at that and she didn't think he was faking. "There can't be much to those stories. Something obviously happened in Bundlin, and they - I heard the resistance discussed trying to gather warriors from there, but nothing came of it."
"No point. Most everybody left there is seinshocked." Veron considered asking more, but her sein flow was starting to fluctuate and she was feeling queasy again. "I'll let you live, if you give me the money you have hidden in your boots."
Grumbling, Shifty took off his boots and tossed the remaining coins at her. Veron flipped them up to her hand with the tip of her sword, not taking her eyes from the three men.
"Alright, now give me your pants."
"What? I'm not hiding anything else, honestly."
"Gimme yer pants."
Eyeing her nervously, Shifty took off his pants, leaving him in nothing but a tied loincloth. "Just what are you doing?"
"Your pants are a very important part of the plan." Veron held them open and then vomited out half the contents of her stomach into the pant legs. Now that her body was in balance, her sein started to flow more freely. She wiped her mouth off on a clean part of the pants and then dropped them onto the ground. "Alright, boys. Anybody asks what happened to you, tell them you were ravished by the Elegant Lady Thief of the Chorhan Expanse."
With that, she leapt backward, clearing the nearest buildings and disappearing from their line of sight. Veron hefted the coins in the pouch and smiled. There was enough here to buy some proper booze and drink herself into a stupor for quite a while. Once, that would have been good enough.
But that wouldn't do, not anymore. It had all been a fucking joke, but following the Hero had felt... substantial. Like she was a part of a greater cause that gave her life meaning. Even if all three of them died, she couldn't shrug off the remnants so easily. Maybe it would be better to stab the next Hero in the face and see if that helped.
Because there was going to be another one, Veron was sure of that. Until then, there was no way she could go back to the life she wanted.
Now she really needed a drink.




Chapter 27

-
"The human population in central Breilin is divided into four primary subspecies. Estronese are the most developed with well-known healers, Corans are the most numerous and primarily fight with sword and shield, Rhen are known for uncontrollable libidos, and Oken are merchants who deal primarily in textiles."
- mansthein field manual on central Breilin
-
At the end of the day, everything hurt. Slaten eased down into a tolerable position on the grass, giving up on finding a comfortable one. His entire body ached from the exercise. Though his sein had been overdrawn, he forced it to flow naturally to begin recovering despite the burning. Even his eyes hurt from straining to see in the poor light of the tunnels.
All the pain was worth it because it took him forward. Their work in the mines seemed mostly pointless, breaking useless rocks and occasionally finding some sort of artifact, but the act of doing the work was what he needed. Bit by bit, he was building the strength he would need if he ever left Ith Ire.
"Slaten!" Teren jumped onto his stomach, and that did not feel good at all.
Swallowing a cry of pain, Slaten managed to smile at the girl. "Good evening, Teren."
"Today I had to carry lots of things. They let me play with the cats but not for very long. Herakin made us sort a bunch of rocks. I think he's a useless waste of space. Do you think he's a useless waste of space?"
"What?" He stared at her a moment, trying to figure out why a child would say something like that. Then it hit him: Eraes. Teren must be copying something she'd heard Eraes say. He wasn't sure whether or not the woman would be a bad influence.
"I think he's kind of mean, but he's not a bad Deathspawn. Not as nice as Ulviab, Ulviab is nice even when I can't play with the cats. But he's not like the bad ones."
Not sure what to say to that, Slaten just patted Teren on the back. She settled down against him, mumbling about her day in a softer voice as she drifted toward sleep. It seemed her work did tire her out, even if Eraes assured him they didn't make her do anything too difficult.
In some ways, Ith Ire wasn't too different from a normal isolated village - albeit one that the population couldn't choose to leave. Since supplies were limited, some had begun farming as well. Given the distance to larger towns, they needed to become self-sufficient. Their population wasn't large enough to have separate tailors, cobblers, and blacksmiths for humans and mansthein. Despite the reasons they'd been brought here, the daily interactions wore down the tension between them.
It wouldn't last. As Teren fell asleep, Slaten contemplated what he feared was inevitable.
Though his mind had been hazy on it for a time, now he was certain that he never wanted another Hero to appear. Yet he was equally certain that one would, eventually. Part of him hoped that one would appear far away from them, but that just forced the problem on someone else. He couldn't see any solution, so all he could do was train and hope he would be strong enough next time.
"I didn't understand a word, yet I feel like I know what she was saying." The voice was soft enough not to wake Teren. Slaten shifted carefully to look up and found Rhilanor standing nearby, smiling fondly. Melal stood not far behind him.
"Ah, you know how to pick the best spots." Melal dropped down onto the grass nearby and put his arms behind his head. "Nice view of the sunset too. This is what life is all about."
"Relaxing after a day of work?" Rhilanor sat down instead of lying back. He never seemed to relax completely as far as Slaten could tell, as if he expected to be attacked at any moment.
"I just meant relaxing." Melal opened one eye to frown at him. "Is valuing hard work a Rhen thing? You sound like Kolanin."
"You mean that you don't value hard work?"
"Of course not. You work to live, you don't live to work. Everything you build one day might be swept away in the rains the next."
A familiar phrase to Slaten, perhaps even a Coran aphorism. Rhilanor started to argue it quietly, clearly coming from a different perspective. Though Slaten didn't feel the same as Melal, he didn't have the strength to argue the difference.
"Rhilanor." He ended up interrupting the two of them before they could start another friendly argument. "What would you say it's all about, then? Why work as hard as you do?"
"This is just stalling for me. Preparing for when I can fight for what matters." His eyes gazed outward, toward the horizon instead of the sunset. "Everything anyone does is about having a home to go back to. A family and a hearth. The Kelfaa value being a strong warrior, but that alone doesn't mean anything. You fight so that your tribe is proud of you, so that you can establish your own family, or so that you can build up a home for yourself. In the end, home is what matters most."
"What about the Farwalk? Don't some Rhen never return?"
"The Kelfaa have something called the Firewalk instead, but it doesn't matter. Those who don't choose the tribe are rejecting the purpose of the Farwalk. The purpose of any journey is to come back home changed. If you just keep walking, wander without anything to tie you down, then that isn't really life at all. Not life that's worth living."
Slaten frowned and considered that thought. If he did ever return to Oleph-Amm, there was no question that he would have changed. The question was what meaning that held for him. At that moment, it left him empty. But staying here or going back to Bundlin... neither of those would inspire him to speak at length as Rhilanor had. He wasn't sure anything did.
"That is some bullshit," Melal said loudly. Rhilanor shushed him and Slaten pointed at Teren, so Melal continued in a lower voice. "How much time did you spend thinking of all that? You sound like you're trying to convince yourself."
"Oh? And what do you have to offer? Just never going back home?"
"I didn't say that. But you need something more than just home. I'm not saying I know for sure and I don't have a bunch of fancy words. I just want to accomplish some larger purpose. Drive the Deathspawn out, maybe. Wouldn't it be better to go back home a hero?"
"It might change you, but it wouldn't change your home."
Melal gave him a skeptical glance. "Are you saying you'd be happy to just go back home and become a farmer or a hunter or something?"
"I would, yes." Rhilanor's gaze wandered upward slowly. "I think that would be better. There aren't very many old Kelfaa warriors. They burn bright, but they burn out. We haven't had one of our tribe become a member of the Four Winds for generations. I want to be strong enough to win a bride and protect the tribe, but that's strong enough. Anything beyond that..."
"Maybe for you. I wouldn't be satisfied with just that."
Rhilanor didn't rise to the provocation, instead turning to look at Slaten. "And what about you?"
"I don't know," Slaten said.
"You seem quite good with the girl. I figured you would become a father one day, focus on raising your children."
"Maybe." Uncomfortable with the conversation, Slaten slowly rose to his feet, supporting Teren so she wouldn't fall. She murmured and shifted against his chest but stayed asleep. "I think we're just the only Oken here, so she stays with me. I don't think I'm very good with children."
Melal snorted. "Babies, I can understand. Can't stand all their crying - but you'd have a wife for that. But after that, raising a son... yeah, I can see doing that. After I've accomplished something, it wouldn't be so bad to go back and have kids."
Slaten didn't respond, walking away.
"Slaten." Rhilanor's voice was soft, yet Slaten turned back and looked into the other man's eyes. They focused on him somberly. "You want to take the girl back home, right?"
"Yes. I don't see how, given the situation, but that would be better for her."
"Go home with her. I know you didn't ask for it, but that's my advice. You're too well suited to the path of a warrior - it would consume you and leave nothing left. Continue too long like that, and you'll make a decision you regret and can never take back."
Slaten stared at him for a time, then simply nodded. He never knew how to react when conversations took such a serious turn. Everyone else seemed so filled with strong opinions that he couldn't find within himself. Instead he left, carrying Teren back to the women's quarters.
When he had left Oleph-Amm, it had been clear that they didn't want him there. Most likely, those sentiments would have cooled. Yet he struggled to imagine a life for himself in the village. Too many potential roles would leave him fumbling as he had when he'd tried to become a healer. He could see the appeal in an idealized home life the others described, but he could also imagine how unpleasant it might be. After all, he had never claimed to be good with people.
Reaching the women's quarters, he searched for someone he knew. He spotted Tameneron, her shapeless clothing hiding the muscle he'd seen while they were working. She liked Teren and he had wanted to talk to her anyway, so Slaten approached her.
"She looks so peaceful." Tameneron took Teren from his hands and smiled down at her fondly. "So much energy every day, but eventually it runs out."
"Yes." He paused uncomfortably, then decided he couldn't change the subject smoothly. "I had another question about technique."
"Go ahead."
"I broke another pickaxe today. I don't think I'm letting the sein flow properly."
"Actually, the problem is your swing." Tameneron gently brushed some of the hair out of Teren's face. "You're focused on the pickaxe as if it's a weapon. Coran strength techniques always begin with the muscles, the weapon simply follows. You need to master that before you move on to the next stage."
"I see." He could see how she was correct, but that didn't make it easy to do.
"You're going to have trouble until your understanding of inner strength reaches the point where you can feel it."
"I haven't made any progress there."
Tameneron clucked her tongue softly. "You have, it just isn't obvious. Gaining a truly new perspective on your strength is always difficult, which is why so many use it as a marker of power. Don't push yourself as hard physically, focus on inner strength for now."
"Thank you, I will." Slaten started to move away from her, then stopped. "Have you seen Celivia tonight?"
"She's always by the western mound of stones." With that, Tameneron moved away to put Teren to bed. Slaten headed in that direction, realizing as he walked how far the sun had fallen. The world had grown darker and would soon become colder.
When he reached the mound of stone he didn't see her at first, so he moved around the side. There he spotted her, positioned so that the mound lay between her and the majority of the buildings. She was stripped down to a light tunic, standing in front of one of the boulders.
As he watched, her fist struck the side of the stone. It did no damage whatsoever, which surprised him. A moment later his eyes widened as he saw lines of blood form all over Celivia's arm. Her clothes were stained as well, as if many lines of blood had soaked through them.
"Slaten." Celivia spoke as if she'd known he was there, pulled on a robe that also appeared stained, and then turned to him. "Can I help you?"
"Ulviab is going to start classes for humans who want to learn Futhik. I was wondering if you wanted to join them."
"Sorry, but no. I see the utility in learning the Deathspawn language, but I don't want to do it myself."
"I understand." That ended things rather quickly. Slaten lingered, not wanting to leave just yet, and eventually decided to sate his curiosity. "The technique you were using... it seemed to recoil on you. I thought your form looked right, but I don't understand the technique itself so I might be wrong."
"The recoil is the purpose." Celivia moved closer, eyeing him thoughtfully, then nodded. "With anyone else, I'd rather not get into it. I suppose it doesn't hurt to explain."
She pulled back the sleeve of her robe, revealing her arm. Slaten realized that he had been correct: her arm was covered with criss-crossing lines of blood. Underneath them, he could see older lines, healing cleaner than scars. He actually didn't see any scars on her body at all, only injuries that she had apparently dealt herself. Slaten's eyes shifted to her torso and he realized he saw the same old lines on her neck, and hints of them all over the rest of her body judging from the stains on her robe.
"It's not a technique, but a defensive preparation," Celivia said. "Essentially, it uses a common beginner mistake and polishes it into a form of training. When your sein recoils on itself, you injure your body unless you're prepared. With this strike, instead of bracing your body, you embrace the recoil. Over time, your body adapts to endure it."
"Just like an opponent's strike." Slaten understood the principle now, just couldn't see how she struck so perfectly so that none of the force transferred to the stone. "How much does it hurt?"
"Each individual rupture isn't too bad, but there are a lot of them. It depends on how well your sein can heal your body." Celivia shook her arms a little and he wondered just how many of those strikes she had performed. She jerked her head to the side. "Come over here and help me clean up."
Beside one of the stones sat a pail of clean water. Celivia extended her arm and he gently poured water over it. He saw her muscles twitch from the pain, but none of it reached her face. She ran one hand over her arm, ordering her disrupted sein properly while being careful not to tug on any of the broken skin.
"I assume you want to learn the technique?"
Slaten nodded. "Please."
He caught a glimpse of Celivia's sharp smile in the shadows. "When it was taught to me, I had to endure several lectures about how much it would hurt and how hard I'd have to work for it to strengthen me instead of weaken me. I'll spare you that."
"Thank you."
Celivia started from the basics, showing him how to change the flow of sein in his arm. It felt strange to relax his defenses to allow damage, his instincts coming undone only slowly. Harder still was the exact formulation that would make his body grow stronger instead of more injured. He understood the concept, so he began to work on making his sein cooperate.
As he stared at his arms and tried repeatedly, Slaten eventually spoke. "You don't always train this hard. You didn't while we were hiding during the rainy season."
"Things were different then. Ith Ire may not be completely safe, but it's less of a risk now." Celivia hopped up to sit on one of the boulders and looked down at him. "You're bracing yourself too early: you don't want to flex your arm until the moment the strike recoils. Also, I'm training because of the Zeitai."
The rapid change of topic left him briefly adrift, his technique faltering. Slaten looked up at Celivia, but she was staring out into the darkness now, not looking at him. "Because of their strength?"
"Yes. They're so far beyond me that I can't judge them properly, but I'm still... inspired to know that such strength can exist. To become something like that, you need to have true mastery of yourself: body, sein, and soul. I may not reach that point for years, but I can take a step today."
So could he. It might be strange to try to blend his traditional training with Coran strength and this new technique, but he thought he could imagine it. Maybe during this time he might be able to forge a body that wouldn't be so fragile.
Slaten smiled. Maybe he would take that body back home in the end, maybe not. For now, he would just go to sleep every night aching even more than before.




Chapter 28

-
"Grateful as I am for your good intentions, I feel that general information about the region is less useful than specific information regarding my directives. Also, I would strongly recommend that high command not base any military decisions on this field manual."
- Commander Kolanin, head of operations at Ith Ire
-
The narrow tree bent, almost twisted, but did not break. Tani did her best to balance atop it, unable to prevent herself from throwing her arms out to stabilize herself. Gradually the wind slowed and the tree stopped flexing so wildly, allowing her to regain her balance.
Though her muscles ached from reacting to so many subtle shifts in balance, that was nothing compared to her sein. It took enormous amounts of willpower to avoid smelling or tasting sein - instead she tried to react by raw instinct. If her training went well, those instincts would eventually coalesce into a new sense by which she could know her sein.
Could it be her sense of touch? If so, it was going to be hard to find those signals amid all the other sensations in her body. She doubted that she would manifest a sense of sound, though she did think about how it could be hidden in the wind around her. Sight was almost certain not to emerge until she had a stronger foundation.
As she started thinking about her training in general instead of concentrating on the moment, Tani's control wavered. She completely failed to anticipate the next twist of the tree, over-corrected, and ended up flailing in the opposite direction. Though she grabbed for a pure balanced state, it was much too late and she tumbled sprawling onto the ground.
Tani rolled to break her fall and came down into a seated position. She stayed there longer than she'd planned, only slowly realizing that she was waiting for something that would never come.
The problem was the Nelee village around her. Tani got to her feet slowly, remembering that she was near home and yet quite far from it. It felt right to be surrounded by trees with other Nelee around her, but this was not her home village.
For that reason, her master wasn't there to advise her after she fell. Tani took a deep breath and went to go find the tribe's free master.
After grueling days struggling to support herself, Tani had earned enough money for a longer trip. She had a good idea where the others were being held, just no means to rescue them. Living in the Oken village and working with Coran men had worn her down, so she'd traveled to Trollgrove. Though she'd never visited before, she knew it was an allied Nelee tribe.
They had accepted her, but only to a degree. She was kin, but not a daughter of the tribe who they had all watched grow up. So she still needed to spend what little money she had to continue living there. Fortunately, the work was worth it, to help her feel like herself again on top of the training.
As she stepped through the beaded strands covering the entrance to the long house, Tani soaked in everything. Families working in their spaces, children running between them, warriors caring for their weapons. All the spices of home, smelled in reality instead of only in her mind. Even if the patterns she wore on her vest weren't identical, she belonged here.
Buoyed by that sensation, Tani quickly made it to the room at the far end. Master Olorafor sat in his chair, guiding the children in their early exercises. He exuded the same calm aura as her master, though unlike her master, he wore the ceremonial gryphon furs. His eyes shifted to notice her but he continued teaching, finishing the lesson and letting the children go before finally beckoning her over.
"Welcome, child. You maintained your balance until you entered now?"
"Yes, Master Olorafor. I still feel as though I have far to go."
"You do, but you are making good progress." Master Olorafor looked up at her and smiled. "I suppose you wish to practice with your knives, now?"
"I do, but..." Tani swallowed and decided that she would ask. "I would like to see another scroll. I believe that I must deepen my understanding if I am to make meaningful progress."
"Hmm. Perhaps. But I fear there is business I must conduct first. Finish your exercises, then we can talk of another opportunity with our sacred texts." He extended his hand, not requesting. Tani slid her palm under his and gave a full bow, then left from one of the side doors to the practice grounds.
She hoped that would be the right decision. Since she had no master to grant her the right, she needed to pay for access to their texts. If a text proved too difficult for her, then she would simply waste much of the money she had remaining. Still, she thought it was best for her development. She needed to take what she had learned from Veron and draw those experiences into the path she had chosen.
A man passed her, and she knew him.
Tani froze in place, whirling to look. The face looked familiar, but not familiar like the men from the village. As she saw his back moving away from her, long hair floating in his own wind, she abruptly realized:
It was the tall warrior from the Yevee village.
Once again, something about him made her immediately uncomfortable. Before she realized what she was doing, Tani began following him. He didn't seem to notice, so she had a chance to look at him better. His face was classically handsome, though ruined by the arrogance in his eyes. From the obvious strength of his body, she was sure that he was a fully trained warrior. Too young to be a master, but strong.
Other than that, he looked and dressed just like most Rhen - and Tani realized that was what bothered her. Everything about him was genericly Rhen, not from any specific tribe. At a glance she had thought the carved plate on his jacket was some tribe she didn't know, but now she was sure that it represented nothing. He might be Rhen, but he was a man with no connections to anyone.
She wasn't the only one following, as a powerful stranger in the center of the tribe would always draw attention. Before Tani could follow too far, she felt a hand on her shoulder. It was one of the older women in the tribe, the one who was assisting her with the knives.
"Do not concern yourself with it. Master Olorafor desires to speak with him."
"I see." Tani looked back at her to be polite, but the stranger still drew her attention. "Is he a friend of the Nelee?"
"That is none of your concern, child. You have not lived with us long enough to demand such answers." The other woman's eyes flashed angrily. Before now, Tani and her instructor had been at least polite with one another, but it seemed she had gone too far. She lowered her head in humble apology.
"Forgive me for my impertinence. Master Olorafor sent me to you to practice throwing, so should we begin?"
They started their lesson, the other woman being less helpful than before. Had Tani truly caused offense, or somehow brought up a difficult issue? She tried to set the matter aside and focus on what she meant to learn.
She stood at a line on one side of the clearing, throwing knives at a target on the opposite side. An actual target, not merely a piece of wood she had set up. What made this training worthwhile enough to spend some of her money on was the tree in the center. Its bark was scarred with the knives of those who had thrown before her and failed.
It was a small comfort, when Tani tried to throw and her knife simply shot out at the wrong angle. In theory with the proper concentration, she should have been able to make her knives arc around the side of the tree and strike the target she couldn't see. In theory.
When she threw her knives with a spin, she could manage a slight curve, though she thought that had more to do with the throw than with the sein in her arm. But she had mostly practiced straight throws amplified by sein, and spinning throws like that were incompatible with her attempts to throw multiple knives at once. So she kept throwing and failing, her instructor offering sharp advice on what she was doing wrong.
Clearly, she couldn't focus today. Possibly because of the stranger, who she resolutely set out of mind. Instead, Tani held her next knife in between both hands, closed her eyes, and tried to focus on her technique. Let mint and spices fill her, memories of home and this tribe. Gather them all together in the knife so that it would fly true...
And yet, that wasn't what happened. Tani found herself thinking not about home, but about the people she had left behind. Slaten practicing with her. Eraes rolling her eyes. Laeri hugging her after healing a minor injury. Celivia with her hair falling over her face, her smile just barely visible. Even Melal and his boasting. Acting on instinct, Tani brought her hands to her lips and breathed all her memories into the knife.
Then she threw without thinking about the technique even slightly. Her knife glittered as it flashed out... and disappeared behind the tree. Tani was so astonished it took her a moment to go after it, move around the tree and see that she had struck the target. Nowhere near the center, but she had definitely curved the knife around the tree.
Her instructor gave her a grudging nod and Tani happily went to retrieve her knife. Maybe she had unknowingly been falling into old patterns, chasing the form of sein practice instead of the practice itself. She had changed as a person, after all, so her form needed to change as well.
Tani tugged the knife out of the target, her smile fading. She wasn't sure how to feel about how she'd succeeded. There was no shame in drawing strength from her friends, it simply left her with strange feelings she didn't entirely know how to balance.
"Not bad." Her instructor appeared beside her, examining the hole her knife left. "Your basic skills are solid, you're just having a difficult time with the sein. Most likely because you've been dabbling with other methods of training. Keep practicing until this isn't an exception."
Heading back, Tani did exactly that. She wanted to keep going until a full set of six knives all curved, but it soon became obvious that was beyond her. The best she could manage was four out of six, and some of those were lazy throws that curved but didn't hit the target. Still, it was the first breakthrough she'd had in several days, so she let herself be satisfied with that.
When she finished their session, her instructor left without saying anything else, leaving her alone again. Her fingers trembled and her sein swirled oddly in her arms, the smell of burnt mint in her nostrils. There was no point practicing any more physical skills that day, so perhaps it was best to go back to her previous plan.
Inside the house, she found that life had gone back to normal. Master Olorafor was no longer meeting with the stranger, so she approached him again. He had his eyes closed, almost as if he was sleeping, but when she approached he looked at her sharply.
"Welcome again, child. What do you desire?"
"I would like to see another of the texts. I believe I must draw lessons I have learned from outside the tribe into the path I have chosen."
"A wise choice. You have the payment?" Tani retrieved her last few Silver Eagles from her pack and offered them to him with both hands. Master Olorafor scooped them up without touching her hand, gnarled fingers still deft, and then rose. "Follow me, child. We will keep this text within the chamber and you may read it there to your heart's content."
She followed him into the small room, lit with soft light that filtered through the window overhead. The window was covered in a hide so thin it was almost transparent, casting the entire room in a pleasant glow. In the center of it lay the case of texts, ceremonially locked by wooden chains. Not that anyone would dare to open it, given how it sat here protected by most of the tribe.
Master Olorafor opened the wooden case and moved through the hides swiftly before finding the text she wanted. He turned and handed it to her reverentially. She accepted it with both hands and retreated to a corner to sit down and read the sein techniques in depth.
The text spoke of power and efficiency, which would be useful. Tani still found herself somewhat disappointed. She had hoped it would address deeper matters, as she remembered from some of the advanced Yevee texts. They spoke of strengthening one's sein not for the sake of power, but to become oneself more truly.
Tani closed her eyes and brought together everything she had learned. She was Tani of the Nelee. The fact that she had learned other skills did not change that, did not fragment her identity. She was Tani of the Nelee. Her self was vast enough to encompass many things and flow without a ripple.
She was Tani of the Nelee. She hoped she would remember that, if she faced a Hero again.
"You young warriors are a delight to watch." Master Olorafor spoke softly, his fingers touching the hides with care. "Everything is so new to you. All that is contained within is so familiar to me, at times I feel that I do not see it. As much as the old can teach the young, youth has lessons to teach us as well."
Not sure how to respond to that, Tani remained silent. She reread the parts of the technique she couldn't remember perfectly, but it seemed straightforward. The issue was not understanding it. Instead her problem was finding a way to live out that simplicity.
When she rose to return the hide, she found Master Olorafor leafing through the hides with an unreadable expression. His fond smile from a moment ago was gone, and in his eyes she saw a hint of the warrior he must have been in his prime. She paused with the hide still in her hands, wondering what she sh-
"Treachery!" Master Olorafor's voice boomed so loudly that she jumped. For a moment she feared that he meant her, but he simply snatched the hide from her hands and stormed out of the room. She followed hesitantly as others gathered around the door curiously. "Where is our guest?"
"Gone, Master." One of the younger warriors bowed, prompting a hiss from Master Olorafor.
"Summon everyone trained in tracking and prepare to hunt him down. That man is a thief of the worst order."
Tani's eyes widened as she started to understand. She drew back while everyone began to move about in preparation, nowhere to go but into the main chamber. Master Olorafor came in after her, his gaze furious. Normally she would step out of his way, but she had little space to move and just bowed to him.
"He tried to pay to examine our texts, but I refused because he was not of the Nelee." Master Olorafor set the case in place and restored the wooden chains, fingers shaking in anger. "He argued long and loudly with the stubbornness of youth, and I thought that was the end of it. But he returned to steal from our deepest secrets."
"How, Master Olorafor?"
"Through the window - do you not see the disruption?"
Looking up, Tani didn't notice anything amiss in the delicate hide, at least at first. Slowly she realized that there were a few places where it had torn along the edges, and one of the clasps that held it in place was not perfectly straight. Those would not have raised any concern normally, but now she could see they were hints of how someone had removed it in order to slip inside.
The act was astonishing. Not the theft through the window, which was like something a foolish child might attempt. But to walk into a tribe in the middle of the day and steal their most sacred texts... she remembered the man's eyes, and how the Yevee texts had gone missing as well. She was no longer surprised.
"What was his name, Master Olorafor?"
"He called himself Subenor of the Telnaa, though that may have been a false identity. This slight against us cannot be allowed to stand."
By the time they left the chamber, a group of warriors had gathered. Not as many as Tani would have hoped, but this was not a large Nelee tribe. According to their reports, Subenor's trail split in several directions after it left the camp. It took them only a little discussion to confirm that they would pursue him until he could be hunted down and brought to justice.
Tani followed after them as they left the village and no one stopped her. Perhaps this was her place. She might not be part of this family, but she was still Nelee. As they moved, Tani felt anger growing within her. If he had also been responsible for the theft of the Yevee texts, then this Subenor had offended her twice over.
Running her hardest, Tani managed to keep up with the main group, though not the warriors who sprinted ahead. It took sadly little time for them to leave the forest and return to the plains of the Chorhan Expanse. The grasses were greener here and broken by more trees and shrubs, but it still reminded her of the endless gold she'd spent so much time crossing. Unfortunately, the land had enough hills that they couldn't simply locate Subenor via sight.
When they caught up to the scouting group, they found them waiting at a location that looked much the same as the others to her. One of the masters rose to her feet and addressed the others. "He knew we would be tracking him and split his path into five here. Each time he backtracked to the original position, but he also backtracked on his true path."
That set off a brief but intense argument about which was the true path. Tani could barely find the five paths, as Subenor was apparently too skilled to leave any obvious traces. All she could do was wait, catch her breath, and try to circulate her sein to recover. After so much training, she wasn't at her best.
In the end, the sides arguing over the most likely paths split to take the ones they preferred. That left two paths that were less likely and one that was generally agreed upon as a fake. They still sent a group of warriors down each one, with wooden whistles that would sound to alert the others in case they had chosen incorrectly.
No one gave her any orders, as the other Nelee split up into groups familiar to them. Tani hesitated for a moment, but only a moment. Then she went after the group of five that went down the least likely path.
As she ran after them, Tani wasn't entirely sure why she'd made the decision. It would be logical if she took it as the safest path, but she didn't think that was the real reason. Part of her believed that if this one seemed unlikely, it must be the correct one. After all, if Subenor was confident enough to steal a text like this, his skills must be impressive. Yet if they were that impressive, wouldn't he anticipate what she might think and use one of the other paths?
Those thoughts would just lead her in a circle. Such thinking was what her master criticized as useless speculation. There would always be a rationale for any possible position. Unless one had intimate knowledge of the opponent's mind, such arguments were little more than guesswork.
One of their group gave a cry, clutching the spear that had gone straight through her chest.
No, not just through her chest, through the whistle. It was a Rhen throwing spear with black wrapping, so it could only be from one person. Tani drew her knives, catching up with the others as they turned to look at the source.
Subenor stood at a distance, several spears stuck in the ground beside him and one in hand, ready to throw. His body was completely motionless, coiled like a predator. Though the throw must have been powerful to strike a trained warrior so forcefully, she didn't see brute force there, only control. There was nothing in his dark eyes but focus.
The others acted before she could react, one drawing a bow and the other three rushing forward. Subenor hurled one of his spears and had it deflected, but he'd already picked up the next and thrown it with surprising speed, cutting through the side of the warrior who had deflected the first. The man staggered but didn't fall, then the three of them converged toward Subenor.
At which point the ground fell out from underneath them. The injured warrior dropped into the pit and let out a cry, while one dodged back and the last leapt up.
While she hung in midair, Subenor hurled his last throwing spear directly at her chest. Tossing aside her weapon, the warrior managed to catch the spear with both hands, yet the force of it knocked her backward and sent her skidding over the ground. The last of the Nelee warriors leapt over the pit, lashing out with a sword.
Subenor picked up the last spear, long and robust instead of built for throwing, and easily deflected the attacks. The younger warrior didn't even get close. Tani had drawn her throwing knives but now hesitated to release them. She had grown used to warriors being able to close the distance between them, yet Subenor used the superior range of his spear so expertly it might as well have been a wall of flashing steel. The Nelee swordsman couldn't get anywhere close, then fell with three quick jabs to his legs and side.
Hearing a bow loose, Tani began to throw before she even saw the arrow. She hurled her first two knives as fast as she could, one at the head and one at the stomach. The archer was quickly nocking arrows as well, yet Subenor calmly deflected all the projectiles with sweeping movements of his spear.
Recognizing that they had little chance of piercing his defenses, Tani stopped and focused fully on one of her remaining knives. The battlefield was the worst place for this, yet she felt certain that throwing her knives normally was nearly useless. There was still one warrior, now jumping over the pit to meet him, and the archer still had plenty of arrows.
Tani watched in desperation as their attack did little more than keep Subenor pinned down. He fought without any particular style, yet his every movement was reminiscent of Rhen techniques she had seen before. No, she couldn't let herself be distracted by that.
There was no time for polish. Tani drew in a breath and let her sein flow with all of her anger and confusion and loneliness. Then she brought her knife to her mouth and breathed it all out into the blade. The nearest fighter had just been beaten to the ground with a strike from the back end of the spear, so she had to act now.
She hurled her knife, saw the spear spin to intercept it, reaching the correct position before her knife arrived. Though she couldn't move it from a distance, Tani found herself throwing all her will out toward the blade as her sein finally surged.
Her knife curved upward, rising above the spear shaft and heading straight for Subenor's head. She saw his eyes widen in surprise... but his free hand snapped up, catching her knife just before it could reach his face.
Though Tani drew her sickle knife, she didn't see much hope of winning. As if to mock her, Subenor flicked her knife into the pit between them.
Then without warning he lunged to the side, his spear lashing out. Tani flinched even though it wasn't aimed at her and only saw the archer go down out of the corner of her eyes. She knew the spear was going to sweep back toward her, anticipating it by ducking, and still felt it whistle just above her head.
Somehow there was a spear point poking into her neck.
Tani pulled back, but the spear point moved with her, always just at the edge of drawing blood. She glared at Subenor as he lifted the spear until she was on the tips of her toes, trying to pull away from the spear point that threatened her. A cruel smile appeared on his face and he knew he could kill her at any time, yet he dragged out the moment.
"Why are you doing this?"
"Why?" Subenor pulled the spear back just slightly, letting her gasp a deep breath. "That is a stupid question. If you are such a stupid child, maybe I should kill you now. Answer your own question, or I will."
"You..." Tani swallowed and backed away a little more, this time allowed to do so. "You want to sabotage relations between Yevee and mansthein."
To her surprise, Subenor laughed at that. He shook his head as if greatly amused, though his arm and the spear didn't budge even slightly. "Were you there when I stole the texts from the Yevee? No, no, that was just for my amusement. But I suppose that is not so stupid of an answer after all. Maybe I will let you live."
"Then why?"
"Power, child. Power is the only reason these texts exist, as much as some try to deny it. Power is our purpose in everything. Human or mansthein, our goal is always power. Anyone who doesn't understand that is a child."
"The masters are all older than you, and none of them agree."
Subenor sneered. "The masters are children who gained gray hair and wrinkles without ever growing up. Now that war is coming to our home, they will see just how childish their ways are. No, the time has passed for old children to hide away powerful techniques as forbidden. I am only taking what is mine by right."
"You..." Tani stared at him, horrified by how easily he denied everything he should have protected. She wanted to argue, yet recognized that doing so might just get her killed. Yet what leverage could she possibly use to convince him? All she had was that he had chosen not to do so, so far.
"I look forward to seeing you break once you learn how the world truly is, child. Yes, I believe that I will let you live." Subenor pulled back his spear and let it rest on one shoulder, examining her carefully. "Yet I cannot let you run back and tell the others. Should I take a foot? No, it would be better if you could still struggle to fight for what you believe in... perhaps an eye?"
With shocking speed his spear shifted into position, beginning to move toward her. Tani could see it coming, yet her body struggled to react as if moving through water. The tip came closer, closer...
A wooden stake struck the shaft of the spear, knocking it to the side.
Both of them turned to look. Tani had no idea what to expect, yet was still surprised. A dark-skinned man stood beside the pit, setting down the bleeding body of one of the warriors. She realized that it was the man who had introduced himself as Jaer Krylyl. He gently laid down the warrior, who seemed to have been stabbed in multiple places by the pit trap but remained alive.
Before Jaer could finish straightening, Subenor lashed out with another thrust. Jaer dodged just to the side of it, but the spear was already thrusting again. Somehow he managed to grasp the shaft, holding it firm and blocking future thrusts.
Growling, Subenor stamped against the earth and pushed forward. The force of it drove Jaer backward several steps, nearly to the edge of the pit. Subenor gritted his teeth and started to move again, but before he could, Jaer brought his free hand against the side of the spear, sundering the wood of the shaft with a single blow.
Both of them discarded the fragments of the spear as they closed the distance, Jaer raising his unarmed hands and Subenor kicking a fallen throwing spear up into his grip.
A whirlwind of blows exploded between them, faster than Tani could follow. It was over in an instant, both of them shifting back out of range. Neither seemed to have been injured, instead watching the other warily. After a moment, Subenor spat onto the ground and then sprinted away.
Tani started to move after him but she stumbled in the attempt. Jaer immediately moved to catch her and she struck his arm away. "After him! He can't just kill them and get away with it!"
"Do not allow death such an easy victory, child." Jaer gave her a sad smile and gestured toward the bodies. "His first victim is indeed dead, but the others can still be saved. I would rather protect promising young warriors than chase after revenge into more traps."
Though she didn't want to admit it, Tani knew he was right. If Subenor had planned his escape route to this extent, most likely he had planned further traps if he was pursued by stronger warriors. As angry as she had felt, she recognized that saving the lives of the others was more important.
Still, she couldn't help but stare at Jaer. "What are you doing here?"
"What I can." With that simple answer, he went to treat the wounds of the others. After a short pause, Tani moved to join him.




Chapter 29

-
"Does anyone know exactly why this random shithole in the middle of Breilin was granted unlimited void-based communications? It's not exactly an easy trip and they do not shut up."
- Head of Voidwalker operations, Breilin-Orphos division
-
Melal was shoveling rocks when the world changed.
He had been doing the task as slowly as possible, trying to extend the time before he had to go back down into the tunnels again. The work made him stronger, but it really got to be a pain striking rocks day in and day out. He longed for something more... something that he now felt in the air in a way he couldn't put into words.
Throwing down his shovel, Melal headed toward the center of Ith Ire. Sounds filtered to him now, shouting and running. Even a burst of combat, though it was over in a second. He started to run, formless hope growing in his chest.
"You have terrorized us for long enough, Deathspawn!" It was a woman's voice, ringing with authority. Melal jumped over a work table, rounded a corner, and skidded to a stop as he saw her.
She was the most beautiful woman he'd ever seen, her hair shimmering in the sunlight as she moved. The light itself seemed to cling to her, rendering the rags she wore glorious. A Deathspawn rushed at her, sword flying, yet she knocked the sword out of his hands with a swift blow. Without the slightest hesitation, she grasped his throat and twisted, snapping his neck and dropping the corpse to the ground.
"Rise! Destroy them all!" She picked up the sword and as she rose, looked at him. When her white eyes fixed on him, Melal couldn't breathe. It was as if they were the only two people in the world and she saw straight into his soul. "Will you fight with us?"
"Yes, of course!" Melal rushed to follow her and saw that there were several other men coming to join them, yet couldn't feel jealous. One of them handed him a pickaxe that had been sharpened, which was better than nothing. He saw Celivia join them as well, her face transformed now that she no longer had such a sour expression.
They followed the Hero, roaring out cries of victory. She strode ahead, raising her sword to point the way to the central building, where they would slay all the-
A crossbow bolt struck her in the chest and the world lurched. Melal barely remained on his feet, trying to move forward to defend her, but it was too late. Several more bolts slammed into her body, and though she stayed on her feet far longer than she should have, eventually she dropped.
Then there was just a woman lying on the ground, the Hero gone. There were Deathspawn coming for them and Melal knew he should fight, but it was so hard to find the will. None of the other men seemed able to fight either, dropping their weapons and surrendering. At least they weren't being killed, though that was only because the Deathspawn needed them as prisoners.
That realization sent white-hot rage through his numbed body. Melal focused on it, refused to go to the ground with the others. A massive Catai in a tight uniform frowned at him sternly, putting a hand on his shoulder.
"On your knees, human. It is over. Surrender and you will be spared."
"N-never!" Melal bit at the Deathspawn's arm, doing no damage but making him pull back. In that moment Melal managed to heft his pickaxe again, swung it with all his might toward the Catai's chest.
One hand caught it, letting the pick pass between the fingers harmlessly. Though Melal tried to pull his weapon back, the Catai closed his fingers around the handle and tugged it from Melal's hands. A moment later a heavy blow hit his chest, making him stagger back. The Catai growled, coming after him and reaching for a weapon.
"Remain calm." It was Kolanin's voice, the old Deathspawn appearing beside them. He spoke in the filthy Deathspawn tongue to the Catai and eventually the uniformed Deathspawn stalked away.
Melal sank to the ground, struggling to regain his anger. It just slipped away, all the hope and courage he had felt evaporating like the morning mists. Just another false hero, a reminder that one day the Hero would come. That seemed a very remote possibility at that moment, but he believed in the Legend. All he could do for now was sit and wait.
They had been gathered on the ground in the center of Ith Ire, no clue what would be done to them. Kolanin watched with a pained look on his face and Melal preferred not to look at him, those tired eyes haunting him. Instead he looked further out, where to his surprise Eraes approached from the direction they had come.
Eraes moved directly to Kolanin and tapped two fingers to her forehead. "I have Laeri here and Iralin is coming, but it doesn't look like there are any survivors."
"I see." Kolanin took several deep breaths and then closed his eyes. "Retreat to the main building."
"Are you sure? Things seem to be over."
"There may still be more violence. Get things ready so that I can address everyone from the roof."
Eraes nodded and moved off at a trot. Melal watched her with seething hatred. Once he had thought she was so beautiful, yet here she was, collaborating with the Deathspawn. The way she spoke to the Deathspawn... no doubt she was fucking them, that would explain it. Maybe that was how Teralanthan women were, spreading their legs for whoever was in power.
The group forced to kneel or crouch on the ground was fairly small, just other warriors who had been inspired as well. Most were older than him, warriors in their prime who now seemed defeated. Another few about his age, anger still on their faces.
And there was an old man, laughing. His hair was gray with a few remnants of brown, sticking out in a wild shock that was rivaled by his tangled beard. Melal thought he looked Coran, but his skin was weathered by a lifetime of work in the sun. And he was laughing.
Melal shuffled over to him and grabbed the front of his tunic. "What the hell is so funny, old man?"
"My granddaughter is no longer my granddaughter." The man gave an unhinged giggle. "No one is anyone. You are me and I am you and we all dream together."
"Have you gone mad?"
"Born in the wrong time... no paths, just broken fragments..." The old man's gaze went vacant and he began to drool into his beard, slumping until Melal shook him violently.
"Stop it!"
"Light that casts no shadow. Everyone passes through it and changes. Light or death or a shadow that should not be. Nine steps toward the six who are four. Seven and eight and nine. Glories rising to fight them, inspired by... by..."
The man spoke in a hypnotic ramble, Melal transfixed by his empty gaze. But his words started to blur together and he fell to the ground, his tunic torn from Melal's fingers. The old man lay on the ground, tearing at his hair and beginning to sob.
"My Kuany, my little Kuany..."
His words became incomprehensible sobs and Melal looked away in disgust. Clearly, the man had been driven mad by the death of the false hero. It filled him with a sense of revulsion that forced Melal to pull away. Yet the madness of his words seemed to whisper in his mind, leaving him shivering with a sensation he didn't understand.
Forcing it down, Melal instead stumbled to his feet. He couldn't let himself be distracted, he needed to recapture the anger. Needed to remember who the enemy was.
"Sit down, Melal." It was the Catai again, approaching with a stern look.
Melal tried to spit at him and missed. "You haven't won, you bastards! You'll never win, not while one of us still has hope!"
"Sit down." The Catai loomed in front of him, trying to threaten him into submission. Melal struck at him wildly, his fists glancing off the wall of muscle.
The Deathspawn growled and grabbed his arm, twisting him toward the ground. When Melal tried to struggle, it just caused pain to shoot up his arm, so he was forced lower. "I don't want to hurt you. Just stay quiet and don't rile anyone up."
"Never!" Yet for now, he was overpowered.
"Stop struggling and I'll let go."
Melal didn't stop, not until his face was pressed into the dirt. He stayed there, still straining his muscles against the Deathspawn. There was nothing he could do now, but that would change. One day, he would be strong enough to defeat the monster holding him in place.
Until then, he would bide his time.
~ ~ ~
A foolish part of Slaten had expected things to be different. He'd had enough time to reflect on the Heroes he'd seen in the past and told himself that he wouldn't be swept up in it the next time. Yet when he'd heard the shouts and realized what was happening, part of him had still surged with new hope.
The most he'd been able to do was freeze himself in place and drop to his knees instead of following the call. He'd remained there, pressing his forehead to the ground, until he felt a sickening lurch in his stomach. After that, the pressure released and he'd been able to get up, following the chaos to see how many had died.
Now they had all been gathered together in the central ground of Ith Ire. Around him Slaten could feel a dangerous mix of emotions from anger to confusion to despair. There were rumors that there had been an attempt at rebellion and some even dared to speak of Heroes, especially those who had seen the woman who led them. Slaten said nothing and simply waited.
After a time, Ulviab appeared on the roof of the central building, drawing everyone's gaze. He seemed shaken, his footsteps uncertain enough that Slaten wondered if he would fall. Ulviab stopped at the edge, stared for a time, then tried to speak.
"There has been... an accident. Several of us have died. It shouldn't have had to be this way." His voice broke and he coughed several times before continuing. "You may have heard stories of a Hero. It shouldn't... we don't want to hurt anyone... it doesn't need... I don't..."
Slaten understood some of the incomprehension in his face and felt for him. After the pause extended awkwardly, Kolanin emerged onto the roof. He gently took Ulviab's shoulder and led him to a seated position. After speaking to him in a low voice, he turned and wearily addressed the crowd below.
"Many of you may not understand or won't listen, but I am too tired to do anything but speak plainly. A Hero appeared in our camp, just like in the stories. She wasn't the first, and sadly may not be the last. Wherever the Hero goes, humans and mansthein kill one another. It has to end."
Kolanin rubbed his face roughly, then continued. "Our fear that this would happen again is the reason that none of us can leave. I had hoped that it was only paranoia, yet today we saw a Hero appear. Here, the damage can be contained. All of us may suffer, but at least the world will not be torn apart by this... phenomenon." He lapsed into a long silence, then turned away with a few final words. "Please work together so that the rest of the world can have a future."
Hearing everything stated so clearly left Slaten numb. It was all obvious, he knew the things Kolanin had said, yet actually stating them had been so difficult. When he looked around, he saw few looks of comprehension. Most still seemed dazed and he wondered if they had heard anything that was said. Both humans and mansthein shuffled away from the central grounds. An old man remained curled in the dirt, weeping.
If he let himself wander, Slaten was certain that the clarity in his mind now would fade. He wanted to talk to Kolanin, but judging from his expression doubted the mansthein man would be willing to talk to anyone. Then who, and where?
Since most were moving back toward their quarters, Slaten headed instead for the central building. Most likely Eraes would be there at minimum. When he entered, he found three other people there with her, seated in a fragmented circle. Celivia leaned restlessly against a wall and nodded to him. Herakin sat back in his desk, face blank. Ulviab crouched forward over his lap, working with something before him, his face now returned to his usual gentle smile.
When he approached, Slaten saw that Ulviab was playing with several of his kittens. This was the second litter, born from the first cats he had brought along with them. They sleepily crawled over each other and his hands. Ulviab watched them fondly, then finally looked up.
"I hadn't truly believed the stories. This Hero was more terrible than I had imagined, yet I can still find hope." Ulviab turned his gaze to each of them, speaking faster as if eager to get the words out. "It may be painful for us, but our sacrifice can prevent the suffering of others. Without the Hero, peace can prosper among our peoples as we understand one another more deeply."
Herakin snorted. Ulviab frowned at him.
"You disagree? I believe that in time, we can only come to see what we have in common."
Though Herakin didn't answer, after a moment Eraes spoke flatly. "You didn't need a Hero to bring war to Baelen. Just humans and mansthein, yet you're destroying one nation and bringing the war to Teralanth next. What good does any of this do?"
"I would never say this world isn't a violent place." Ulviab picked up one of the kittens and began stroking it gently. "Meetings between such different groups are bound to be difficult. Yet there is peace on the other side of the danger, I believe. If we expect war, yes, there will be war. But if enough of us expect peace, we can attain it."
Celivia pushed off the wall and stared down at him. "Has there ever been peace even within a single group of people? Is there peace in Orphos?"
"I cannot deny that there is violence even in our homeland. Violence has always been with us. I only mean that people have always dreamed of peace as well. There is more that unites us than divides us. We all value our families. We all eat, we all love. There is unity in the world, even in something as simple as these cats."
That got a louder snort from Herakin, who brought his boots down to the floor loudly as he stood up. He marched closer and tried to stomp on one of the kittens, though Ulviab pulled it away first and stared up at him in disbelieving horror.
"How could you do such a thing?"
"You're talking like you know everyone is the same? You don't know shit. Do you know what humans do with your beloved cats in Fareshel? They kill them like pests, or torture them for fun. Soldiers like to throw them into sacks and set them on fire, and everyone laughs as they die. I bet they especially like killing the little ones."
Ulviab stared at him in horror. "That cannot... no one could be so heartless..."
"The world is a heartless place. Get used to it or you'll die."
"Have you been to Fareshel?" Slaten asked. He hadn't meant to speak at all, yet the question came spilling out before he could stop it. Herakin glared at him, but hesitated before answering.
"No. Heard enough stories to believe it, though. You're not going to tell me you've explored the whole continent to contradict me?"
"I have not visited it, no. But I do not believe it." As he spoke, Slaten began to feel more certain. "Everyone likes to tell stories about how horrible people are, far away from them. I've heard that mansthein tell stories about humans in the Chorhan Expanse eating each other, but we don't. We tell plenty of stories about you that aren't true. It's a way of denying that we're the same."
Herakin gave him a skeptical stare, while Ulviab smiled gratefully and spoke. "You understand, then! It may not be easy, but if enough of us are willing to look past our differences, it is possible! If we do this, there can be peace between us, yes?"
He was looking for an answer, but Slaten's mouth felt dry and the confidence from before withered. All he could give was the truth. "I don't know."
Though Ulviab seemed disappointed, his enthusiasm hadn't diminished. He scooped up the kittens and returned them to their pen, humming to himself. That seemed to break up the circle. Eraes simply rolled her eyes and pivoted to a ledger on her desk, though she seemed to be staring at it more than reading.
Slaten turned away, planning to go back to the male quarters and rest. Before he got far, Celivia slipped up beside him and spoke in a low voice.
"While everything is disorganized, we should recover our weapons."
He glanced at her in surprise, fearing to see zealotry in her eyes, yet she held the same cool gaze as usual. "You think it will be necessary?"
"This won't be the last time, and we can't guarantee every attack will end so simply. I don't want to be unarmed the next time violence starts."
"That's reasonable. I'm just not sure if we can..."
"Follow me. I've found where they're holding our things, so you just need to distract them."
They split up as they moved to the supply building. As Celivia had expected, it was indeed a disorganized mess, with none of the usual guards talking and playing cards around the entrance. There was a Catai standing nearby, though. Celivia nodded Slaten in his direction, then slipped away. He tried not to follow her with his gaze, just approached the hulking mansthein.
What was he going to ask? The man was named Hakkiv, or so he thought. Unlike most Catai who showed off their muscles, Hakkiv always wore a dark uniform. Usually it was flawless, but today he had the top button unbuttoned and several of the tassels were torn.
"Don't talk to me unless it's important, human. This isn't a good day."
"Does the Hero make you angry?" It hadn't been the question he had been thinking of, certainly not a safe one, but it was what he realized he actually wanted to ask. Hakkiv glared at him.
"What kind of question is that?"
"I think the Heroes make humans angry. Not just anger, though, it's a lot of emotions. It's difficult to control."
Hakkiv gave him a long look, then abruptly shook his head. Slaten wondered if the man's mind was filled with the same haze that always made it difficult for him to think about the subject or if it was different for Deathspawn. For mansthein.
Eventually Hakkiv answered in a low growl. "I don't want to think about this now. Just go."
Slaten wanted to continue the distraction but couldn't think of anything. Fortunately, at that moment he spotted Celivia jumping from one of the building's windows and darting around the side. Since Hakkiv wanted him to go, Slaten bowed agreement and retreated. Once he was out of sight, he doubled back to follow Celivia.
He found her in the shadows between two buildings, coiling her bladed whip as small as possible. She smiled as he entered and gestured to his Oken sword, leaning against the side of the building. "I couldn't find your other sword."
"We can't have these in camp, though. Where do we hide them?"
"I'm keeping a knife in my quarters. Larger weapons, probably in the cracks in a boulder mound. Far enough not to be discovered, close enough for use if things go wrong. Better get it hidden tonight, before they organize everything again."
"Yes, that seems wise." Slaten picked up his sword and was about to go when he noticed Celivia was holding her necklace with the yellow stone. It had been taken from her when they came to Ith Ire, like all their valuables. Now she stared at it with an expression he couldn't read at all, her eyes very far away. "Is that some kind of armor?"
Her head snapped up to look at him, eyes filled with surprise that turned to amusement. "Armor? No. It... was a gift from someone important to me. He gave it to me when I came here and I've been wearing it ever since. Just feels wrong without it."
"The two of you sound very close." Part of him was disappointed to hear her speak of it so personally. Yet his words prompted a smirk from Celivia.
"No, it's not like that. He is much, much older than me. This is a gift from someone I respect a great deal, nothing more. Sorry, but it's personal." She seemed much more amused by his assumption than anything. With that, she slid the necklace down her shirt, then arranged the chain so that it was almost entirely hidden by her prisoner collar.
It was obvious she didn't want to keep talking about it, but Slaten didn't want to let go so soon. Without another topic of conversation, he found his mind wandering back to the previous conversation. "You're right that even one people will fight itself. But not all the time, there are periods of peace as well. Do you think there can be peace between human and mansthein?"
She considered his question seriously, her eyes hard. "Maybe for a time. But not forever."
Slaten nodded, accepting that she was probably right. He walked away to hide his sword.




Chapter 30

-
"Since my last message, I have obtained more details on the exact bounds of my assignment, but contradictory ones. Further guidance would be appreciated."
- Commander Kolanin, head of operations at Ith Ire
-
As soon as the injured warriors had stabilized, Jaer Krylyl left the Nelee village. Tani found herself going with him.
There was nothing for her to close off at the village. Since she had paid in coin for her training, all she needed to do for Master Olorafor was announce that she was departing. A few of the others said farewell to her, but only because she was Nelee. Despite how long she had spent there, she had established few real relationships.
Though she could have continued developing there, Tani had a strong sense that it wouldn't be enough. Not if she met Subenor again, not for the growing conflict, and definitely not for the Hero. So she followed Jaer in the hope that she could obtain at least one answer from him.
He knew that she was following him, of course. Yet he didn't say anything until they were far from the village, the trees reduced to a smudge on the golden horizon. Then he finally turned to look back at her, seeing straight through the sein she had habitually drawn around herself.
"Tani of the Nelee. Why have you chosen to follow me?"
"Will you train me?" She considered getting down on her knees, but instead merely lowered her head. He looked back, examining her thoughtfully.
"What makes you believe I have anything to offer?"
"Your strength is obvious. The fact that you know our ways means you may be able to teach me in them. And... most importantly, I respect that you saw the Hero in battle and you walked away."
Jaer watched her for a long moment, then turned away and began to walk again. "I will not train you. But if you wish to travel alongside me and you happen to learn something about yourself along the way, that is acceptable."
Tani smiled and ran to catch up to him. "Thank you so much! I won't disappoint you."
"Perhaps. Why do you believe that I can be trusted?" There was no danger in his dark eyes, despite what she'd seen of his strength. Tani paused, considering her answer.
"You have been nothing but respectful and honorable. You helped us fight Subenor for no gain to yourself. I do not believe you are a bad person."
Jaer walked in silence and when his answer came it was so soft that she could barely hear it. "One does not have to be a bad person to commit acts of great cruelty." After a heavy pause, he raised his voice and smiled at her. "You have nothing to fear from me, Tani. But I would suggest that you set aside thoughts of whether others are good or bad. You will find the matter less relevant than you might hope."
Frowning, Tani considered that thought. It was a lot like the sorts of things Nelee masters liked to say - perhaps that was the reason she was drawn to him. Yet she felt certain that he had something more to offer her, not merely strength.
Though Jaer was walking instead of running, he seemed to float over the land. Tani had to jog, then run, to keep up with him. That was an interesting skill, but she set aside her curiosity. They likely had only a short time together, so she needed to focus on the practical.
"Where are we going? What is your purpose here?"
"A rather grand question." Jaer chuckled and shook his head. "I will be moving southwest, close to the border of East Corah. There is someone I wish to meet there. After that, I intend to travel north beyond the Sotunn Mountains to see if I cannot assist in the troubles of the people there. You are welcome to travel with me, but I suspect you will want to depart before then."
"I do hope to help my friends, if I can. They're somewhere in the Chorhan Expanse, but the rumors are unclear as to the exact location."
"That may not be so difficult. Finding them, not helping them. To help them may be beyond anyone's power, depending on how tangled the threads of violence have become."
They continued to move together, running and walking, their conversation sliding around the edges of subjects instead of touching on them directly. In some ways, Jaer reminded her of the masters who had always irritated her with their aphorisms. He was definitely the opposite of her master in that. Yet she felt certain that he did not intend to be obscure, merely tried to speak about that which could not be spoken in words.
It had been some time since she had allowed herself to simply enjoy running. Now that she was not escaping enemies or hunting for food, the movement filled her with a sense of peace. Not true peace, which could only be obtained by solving her problems. But this peaceful sensation would do for now.
When they had been moving for some time and Tani felt completely calm, Jaer spoke in a different tone. "Tell me, Tani... what is it that you are learning? What is it that you wish to learn?"
A simple question, given how much her mind was preoccupied with her training. Tani told him about the basis of her training, her fears that she had detoured too far, which skills she was attempting to learn and those she hoped to master. Jaer listened quietly, nodding occasionally. When she began to ramble, he spoke.
"And what is it that you truly want?"
"Want? In my training?" Tani tried to search his eyes, but they betrayed absolutely nothing. "Or do you mean in life? I already told you that I hope to help my friends. Beyond that, I am not sure I can say..."
"It seems to me that you fear losing yourself. You say you are concerned that you have stepped off your chosen path as a warrior, but this fear is misplaced. You fear how you felt when the Hero stood before you."
Having someone just state it to her face made Tani hesitate, but she nodded. "Yes. I fear that."
"And you believe that I can help you."
"You walked away. Both Heroes I met, I didn't feel... like myself. It's difficult to describe in words, even in my own mind. My decisions no longer seem to matter and I'm simply swept up in events. Yet you saw that and chose to leave."
"I will not pretend that I understand these men you call Heroes. They are like nothing I have seen before in my life, nothing I believe could come from natural sein." For the first time, she saw a deep concern in Jaer's eyes. "But I believe this influence you describe is not power, not as you think of it. Instead, it slips into the cracks in who we are. Promises to make us whole. Offers us an easier path."
"Are you sure? My mind has always felt so hazy and I've been able to fight it back a little."
"Perhaps for a time. But this is not a force pushing on you... it is as though you are water, and a channel has been cut for the water to flow. You might be able to scoop it back for a time, but in the end it will continue to flow. No one can fight the laws of the world, so you must take another path. A person who wants for nothing, who is at peace with themselves, cannot be seduced by simple stories. The water will not flow no matter how many channels are cut."
His words struck her heart, immediately making sense and matching her experiences. And yet they were also depressing. It was one thing for a master like Jaer to talk about such self-control and another thing entirely for her to attempt it. Her mind was always filled with desires for the future and thinking of them as weaknesses pained her.
In fact, the whole statement ran contrary to what her master taught. Her master had always said that impassive self-control was not a goal. According to her, impassiveness was a side product of some paths that was mistaken for the heart of the matter, and frequently imitated by those who only wanted to appear to have mastered themselves.
"I... fear I cannot master myself to that extent." She started to hang her head, but Jaer smiled at her.
"No one can master themselves. But you can begin by knowing yourself and hearing your voice instead of the thoughts that surround it. And we can begin with a simple exercise, if you will allow me."
He stopped walking and Tani skidded to a halt, suddenly far past him. She trotted back and nodded eagerly. "Please, show me!"
"You will need to relax your sein for this to be effective. And more importantly, you will need to trust me. I would ask you not to speak of this skill to others, because it could be used for many unpleasant purposes."
"I trust you." She didn't say that she already needed to trust him, to be alone with someone so much stronger than her. Tani let her sein relax into its natural state, leaving her with few defenses. Jaer closed his eyes slowly, raising one hand. His hand moved like water, flowing up to touch her face, gently brushing her eyes closed.
Tani opened her eyes. "I don't feel anything. Did it work?"
"You can answer that question for yourself. Why are you walking?"
"What? I'm not..." Tani realized that her legs were indeed moving. She was walking alongside Jaer, through grasses that looked very different than those a moment ago. At first she panicked and looked upward to see that the sun had only moved slightly. "Just what was that?"
"Keep walking and I will explain."
There was nothing controlling her movements, she was just walking. As if taking a path she had followed a thousand times before and no longer needed to think about. Yet time had slipped away from her without her being aware of it. She wondered how much could have happened in those lost moments.
"The technique leads the undefended mind to follow simple instincts. It is little used because it is not a form of control and has many disadvantages." Jaer gestured to the weapons at her side. "For example, a great many instincts are violent. Someone who attempted to use such a skill on a warrior accustomed to violence would be unpleasantly surprised."
"But better than that would be to resist it, right? How do I do that?"
"That is something you will need to discover for yourself. Tani... look forward at the cloud just above the horizon. Is it not beautiful?"
It was, in a simple way. White and shining in the sun. Promising shade but not rain, like a breath floating over the grasslands.
Abruptly Tani realized that the sun had leapt in the sky again.
"Lost it again..." She shook her head violently, trying to clear it. They were still walking, Jaer moving silently beside her. "How long will this technique last?"
"I will need to reapply it several times a day. It would be unwise to use when we are near any towns or villages. We will continue until the contours of your thoughts are etched in steel within your mind. I cannot promise that you will not lose yourself, for no one can promise that. But if you succeed, you will know yourself as you have not before."
Tani smiled and watched the sun carefully.
~ ~ ~
The wind flowed through the grasses, sending them waving in shimmering patterns. Tani stared at the flow, marveling in it. Her sein flowed through her body in just the same way, strength surging through her veins.
Strength flowed within her? No, she flowed within herself. Tani recognized the pretentious-sounding thought and laughed to herself, only later wondering how long she had spent contemplating that thought. The winds around them had fallen still.
~ ~ ~
Days of escaping moments later, Tani found herself in a strange shop off the side of a road. She had remembered entering the town, of course, since they had stopped training when they got close. But all of life with Jaer had a strange flowing rhythm that was easy to fall into. Tani didn't mind, as she was making significant progress.
For now, she was more interested in what they were going to eat. Jaer had left to speak with the old woman in the kitchen, then returned with a slight smile on his face. Usually his smile was gentle, but this one looked almost playful. That was rare enough for him that Tani was dreadfully curious.
"What are we doing here?"
"Eating, to recover our strength."
Tani rolled her eyes. "You are not going to tell me this is another Coran bread shop. You seem much too excited about this."
"You will see." His eyes danced and that was all that he would say to her. Tani passed the time by going over the breathing and sein exercises that he'd taught her. She certainly saw how she could fuse all that she had learned together, but the execution still escaped her.
The food arrived soon, an identical plate set in front of each of them. It appeared to be mostly cockatrice meat, cut into small pieces and tinted red by some kind of spice. Finely cut greens and nuts were mixed into the dish, creating an interesting blend that certainly smelled heavenly. Tani wished that she had something more elegant than a rough Coran spoon to eat it, but still began eagerly.
Slightly sweet, yet it made her mouth tingle. The spices and the other ingredients brought out the flavor of the meat better than she had experienced since she left home. Tani eagerly took a much larger bite. Only as she was chewing her third bite did she realize that she hadn't felt the full extent of the spices yet.
Soon she was wheezing with tears in her eyes, struggling for a cup of water as her mouth burned. Jaer chuckled softly and slid her cup closer to her.
"It is better to eat slowly."
Tani just gulped down the water, which helped a little. After wiping her eyes, she smiled at Jaer. "This is certainly different than what we usually eat. But I think I will enjoy its uniqueness at a more relaxed pace."
"Please do."
Jaer began eating calmly and neatly, using the crude spoon like it was a delicate instrument. Though he relished each bite, he was ingesting a shocking amount of the spice and didn't seem even slightly affected. Even eating slowly and enjoying the flavor, Tani was crying before she finished. They usually spoke during meals, but this one they ate in silence, fully appreciating the food.
When at last she was done, Tani took another long drink and smiled at him. "I don't think I've eaten anything like that before. Are those spices from your homeland?"
"Only similar. Though the flavors of Salenkh will bow to those of no other nation, there are many worthy spices in this world." Jaer smiled contentedly and sat back in his chair. "As it happens, this town is home to a merchant who travels a long route from Nol Ulscense itself. Though he mostly trades in other goods, he does bring back a few spices from the far south. I make sure to pass through here whenever possible."
"I understand why you would." Tani considered letting the matter go, but it had been some time since she'd seen something other than placid calm on Jaer's face. "Do you miss eating food like this every day?"
"Life usually takes one gift when it gives another."
It was one of the only times his response rang hollow to her. Tani looked at him more carefully, trying to discern something deeper in his expression. "Would you prefer not to speak about Salenkh? I know very little of it, only what Eraes told me. She's the only Teralanthan I know - the only person from Eltar Trathe, actually, until I met you."
"I do not mind speaking of it, it is simply that many here do not understand." Jaer looked away, eyes unfocusing. "Its beauty is certainly not the beauty found here, but it is the same in one way: the sky extends to the horizon in all directions. The sunsets are beautiful over the sands. It grows cold at night, far colder than what passes for cold here, but it is possible to watch them from a warm palace. I do not think there is any better way to close a day."
Tani wasn't sure what to say, as he'd never talked about his home at such length before. After waiting to see if he would say any more, she tried a different approach. "It sounds beautiful. When Eraes spoke about Salenkh, she just talked about how it was complicated."
"That is what a Teralanthan would say." Jaer chuckled, any wistfulness that might have existed on his face vanishing. He leaned his elbow on the table and rested his face against his hand. "But I suppose those are concerns very far from you."
"No, I would be curious to know more."
"Then let me do things the Salenkhan way and give both sides. Teralanth is certainly the mightier nation, with more respected schools of combat. But their best steel is made in Salenkh, and it is no surprise that they were not the ones to develop the airship. That is something you do not have here, I hesitate to even try to explain it."
"Oh, I have seen one!"
Jaer's eyebrows rose slightly as he continued. "Oh? A rare opportunity. In any case, Teralanth may be strong, but it is also conservative. They are ruled by a monarchy, their leaders decided by mere heredity. Their current family may be good rulers, but their history is littered with despots and hedonists and ineffectual leaders. It is not a good system for choosing a ruler."
"But if they are anything like Corans, they are not willing to reconsider it." That was an argument she had given up long ago near the beginning of her Farwalk. She still wasn't sure she understood how they could respect their kings and queens so much.
"Indeed, many feel that way. It is no accident that I have spent my time here among the Rhen tribes, not other groups. I find your basic view of the world much more agreeable."
It was foolish, but Tani nodded in satisfaction. She could take no credit, yet she still took pride in this master from another continent praising the Rhen. "If you don't have a king in Salenkh, are decisions made the same way as in the tribes?"
"Not precisely. Giving everyone a voice becomes much more difficult when there are millions of voices. Instead, each group chooses a representative. It is indeed a rather complicated system, and I do not think the Teralanthans are entirely wrong in their criticism of it."
"Do you keep up with the developments there?"
"Only in fragments. News of Eltar Trathe is not common here. That is one of the reasons I am going south - I may be traveling away from Salenkh, but there are more significant ports in Tur-Nol."
"When will you go back?"
"One never knows when one can return home." Again, Tani caught a hint of falseness in his words. Jaer rose to his feet, his eyes again a placid mask. She didn't think she had offended him, but she had obviously come close to a difficult subject. "On your feet. Let us see how fast we can pass the time."
Tani nodded and rose to follow him. No one bothered them on their way out of town and soon they were traveling over the grasslands again. "So, should we start training again? I feel as though I'm making progress at being aware of your technique, at least."
"Is that so?" The quiet question made Tani jump and she looked back to find the town distant on the horizon.
"How? You said we would never practice in town, and I didn't feel any... is it possible to leave some kind of sein effect that doesn't act until later?"
"Not possible. Your question should be when I managed it." Jaer let his mask slip enough to give a slight smile. "When you become adept at one step, that is a sign you should move on to the next. Let us see how fast you can progress."
Tani furiously returned to examining herself, trying not to let the hours slip away again. She didn't forget everything Jaer had not said about Salenkh, but she set it aside and closed the door.
~ ~ ~
Another evening approached, one blurring into many. The air around them lay still, yet overhead the clouds raced across the sky, long gray tendrils growing toward some unseen destination.
She wondered if they were truly moving that quickly or if her perception of time had been distorted. When she glanced at Jaer, he shook his head. Tani smiled and let herself enjoy the sky as more time melted away.
~ ~ ~
Even in her dreams, Tani focused on the flow of her sein. She only realized that she was asleep and not actually training when her flow expanded out of her body in ways that were entirely impossible. The flow transformed into glimmering rainbows that arced around her, as if showing off now that they had been noticed.
After an eternity or an instant, Tani remembered that Jaer had told her this might happen. Strong dreams that did not vanish when she realized she was asleep were apparently an advanced technique. Jaer had told her not to concern herself with them, to forget about them if they did not occur and explore them without worry if they did. Tani tried to make herself lift into the air and fly, yet even though it was her dream, she felt that she was only watching herself from the outside.
Her flow froze, the rainbows vanishing. A searing light emerged, growing from one horizon and quickly spreading all around her. Tani flinched from it, suddenly dwelling fully in her dream. She tried to flee, haunted by the blazing light and ghostly figures that smiled as they tried to overwhelm her.
She scrambled desperately, never seeming to put any distance between herself and her pursuers. Even though she knew it was only a dream, Tani found herself growing anxious. What if it was more than that? If the light caught her, would something terrible happen when she woke?
Yet the light around her was fading, dropping beneath the dark horizon as if she witnessed a sunset from every direction at once. Her dream self began to fade and Tani found herself staring at it. The sight was terrible and beautiful at once.
Then she was alone in the cold night. She curled up against herself, closing her eyes and trying to wake up. Instead, in the utter silence she heard the sound of a flute. It was a low, mournful tune. Tani listened to it carefully and found herself sinking into the shadows...
Tani opened her eyes. She doubted she was awake for only a brief instant before the slight aches from her sleeping position made that clear to her. Yet she could still hear the sound of the flute. In reality it sounded even sadder than it had in her dream, slow and mournful. Tani knew sad Rhen songs and had heard an Oken song called a dirge, but this was something different.
Pushing aside the sheet covering her, Tani moved to find the sound. As expected, Jaer was not lying where he had been when they went to sleep. Lit only by the stars, Tani followed the sound until she found him, seated atop a weathered rock while playing.
The last notes faded and he turned to look at her. "This song is not for you, child."
"If you did not want me to hear, you would not have played it so close."
Jaer didn't answer for a long time. He slowly cleaned off the wooden flute and set it in a case, which disappeared into his pack. The entire time he didn't make eye contact with her until the very end, when his gaze captured hers. "Think very carefully about who you are and what you want. Life does not require a Hero to lead you down the wrong path."
Tani waited for a moment, then said the only thing she could. "Do you actually want to talk?"
"What we want is often less important than we might hope." Jaer looked away and shifted his posture, the unnatural silence disappearing. "Do you play an instrument?"
"No, I don't. There never seemed to be time."
"It is appropriate for young warriors to throw themselves into training. But as you grow older, you will find that power alone is not only unsatisfying, it does not lead to more power. Warriors who continue training in the same manner, merely increasing the difficulty, attempting drastic medicines and spiritual techniques... even if that route does not lead to death, it will not lead to their goal."
Though he used the same reflective tone as before, that advice seemed more practical than personal. Tani had often wondered why many masters did not train as younger warriors did and suspected that she had received part of her answer. It was clear that Jaer had closed off all the previous part of the conversation, once again revealing nothing of his thoughts.
"Thank you for your teaching, Master Jaer. I believe I will return to sleep now."
"Rest well."
She left him there and returned to her place. When she last looked back, he was sitting motionless, his hand on his pack. Tani took a long time to get to sleep. She did not hear the flute again.




Chapter 31

-
"Humans are capable of creating only one offspring at a time, with rare exceptions that are simple flukes. This is balanced by the fact that they are nearly completely unable to control their breeding, mating at all times with little regard for contraception. Breilin in particular has a rapidly expanding population, so it is essential for mansthein forces to develop a firm foothold to avoid being swept away by masses of humans."
- mansthein field manual on central Breilin
-
Slaten struck at the same time Celivia did, their fists meeting between them. It was slow mock-fighting, intentionally striking in unnecessary ways. Their sein recoiled, tearing back through them and sending flecks of blood flying from both their arms. Celivia struck again with her other hand and he mirrored the movement, another web of bloody lines appearing on his skin.
Before she could strike again, his foot darted out, kicking at her knee. His control wasn't perfect, but most of the force still remained with him, more blood soaking the inside of his pant leg. Celivia grinned and kicked back, faster than he could react. She followed by grabbing his chest, the movement breaking her skin more, and then slamming her head into his.
Though she was the one to fall backward, blood flying from her face, Slaten was still stunned by the movement. Celivia staggered back, bleeding all over with a grin on her face. For once it didn't fade away entirely as she righted herself.
"I didn't know you could use that technique with a headbutt," Slaten said. "I'll have to think about how to do it."
"I strongly suggest you don't try, not until your control is perfect. There's too much danger of dealing damage to something important in your head." Celivia shook her arms, flicking away blood. "But you're advancing in this surprisingly quickly. I didn't expect someone like you to be good at it."
"Someone like me? What is that supposed to mean?"
Celivia waved the question away and turned toward the pail of water. "Everyone's sein is different, suited for different techniques and development. It's easy to make assumptions about people, but be careful not to take them too seriously. Most likely a small woman is more suited to speed than strength, but there are exceptions - better not to find out when she's throwing a boulder at your face."
Slaten considered that in silence as they helped each other clean off their injuries. The elders always argued about how much of a warrior's sein was determined by their nature. Some held that the body determined sein, others that sein was an inborn factor unrelated to the rest of the body, still others that it could be changed through training. He had no opinion, especially after finding that many other cultures had entirely different beliefs.
The water stung over all the cuts on his body. Though the bleeding was superficial, the injuries from the recoiling sein went much deeper. Even if he got Laeri to heal him later, the ache didn't go away. It just layered on, day after day. He might not be able to shrug off blows like a Catai, but the other day a Deathspawn worker had shoved him into a pile of rocks and he hadn't gotten so much as a scrape.
"You don't talk about yourself much," Celivia said. She usually left to clean the rest of her body after their training, but today she stayed and watched him. Slaten shrugged.
"Neither do you."
"I'm not saying you have to answer, I'm just curious."
"There's nothing much to tell." Slaten lifted the pail and drank the rest of the water as he thought about it. "I was one of many Oken orphans, due to the fighting. There's no trauma, no major incident. I could go back home anytime I wanted. I just never felt that I belonged there. I am Oken, yes, but it doesn't define me."
"I think I can understand that." Celivia folded her arms and examined him seriously. "My past might define me more, but it's something I much prefer to leave in the past. So thank you for not asking."
"Of course."
That got a sharp grin. "I guess that really is nothing to you. I'm almost surprised you bothered to learn my name, when you could just ask questions about training."
Slaten spluttered before he realized that she wasn't sincere. "That's not true. I'm curious about you, I'm just used to letting others speak when they're ready."
"And that's very reasonable of you. I appreciate it." Her expression turned more serious, revealing a bit of the intensity that always lurked within her. "The real reason I asked is that I'm trying to figure out why. You throw yourself into training like few people I've ever seen. Usually someone has a reason for it - someone they want to protect, or someone they want to kill."
"I'm sorry, but not really." That was his full answer, but Celivia was still looking at him so he struggled onward. "Fighting is one of the only things I'm truly good at. Strength will allow me to make a difference in the future. It's one of the only things I can control."
She examined him for a long moment, then nodded. "A good enough answer. I'll see you tomorrow, Slaten."
With that, she left toward the women's quarters. Slaten was exhausted and aching from everything he'd done that day, but couldn't rest just yet. He'd quickly discovered that he could push his body harder if he had his injuries healed by Laeri at the end of the day. While she wasn't supposed to heal for purposes like that, she wasn't difficult to convince.
When he approached the clinic, however, Slaten found it less peaceful than it normally was at night. He didn't hear any signs of Melal, either. Instead, the source of the conflict was two mansthein facing off with each other near the entrance. He actually knew both: Loravasik the Catai and Safakiv the overseer. As he approached, Loravasik lifted Safakiv off his feet by the front of his tunic.
"-ever hear about you putting a hand on anyone again, I will-"
"What are you going to do? Do I need to call someone?" Safakiv betrayed little sign of concern even though Loravasik could kill him in one blow. Despite everything he'd learned in the Futhik lessons, Slaten still had trouble following some conversations, especially Safakiv's accent. There was some sort of degrading insult he didn't understand.
"Do what you want to the prisoners. But if you dishonor another Laenan woman..."
"What, you want to protect the purity of Laenan blood? As if there is any."
Loravasik's response was an incomprehensible snarl of rage. Slaten didn't want to get involved, but also had to get past them. He stepped forward, trying not to impose. "I'm sorry, but-"
A fist lashed out at him and he barely threw up his arms in time to ward off Loravasik's blow. The force of it sent him crashing through a chair and he slammed into the wall behind it. His back screamed out pain at him as a thousand injuries sent blood through his shirt to stain the wall. Slaten winced and stumbled as he regained his balance.
The attack seemed to have been an afterthought to Loravasik, who now turned back toward the other mansthein. But Safakiv's eyes widened when he saw the blood on the wall. Though Slaten wasn't certain, it seemed that his Futhik became much more polite.
Since he wasn't wanted there, Slaten continued inward to find Laeri. The basics of what they were discussing seemed clear enough, though he lacked the details to put it into context. He understood that Loravasik was from a smaller mansthein tribe, so he could guess that it might be related to the animosity. One day he would ask Kolanin what "Laenan" meant, though given how tired the older mansthein looked lately, that day might not come for a long time.
As he entered, a scream of pain drew his attention to the center of the room. He froze in place, staring at the central table. Iralin was working grimly while Laeri shuffled nearby, wringing her hands.
A mansthein woman lay on the table, screaming and digging her fingernails into the wood. Her body was horribly bloated with multiple lumps. Though this time he didn't see it in the harsh light of the Hero, it still struck him as grotesque. He told himself that it must be natural, just the mansthein form of pregnancy, yet something about the way her skin stretched thin around each bulge...
Iralin was using a knife to carefully cut open one of the sacs. It oozed blue fluid, then as it collapsed it released a rush of green slime that hit the floor with a wet smack. In the process, Iralin deftly pulled something out of the sac - clearly a mansthein infant.
She handed the baby off to Laeri, who hastened to wipe it off. In the process Iralin spotted him. "You! Use your sein for something useful for once and boil some water!"
"I'm sorry, I don't know the technique t-"
"Just get it boiled!"
Slaten nodded and accepted the pot of lukewarm water she shoved in his direction. Boiling water was a simple technique, merely one that he'd never learned. Extending his sein beyond his body was difficult for him, and using it to create heat nearly impossible. Had she actually needed it done that way, he couldn't have helped.
Putting a pot over a fire, he could do. Slaten set the pot in place and stirred the logs so the embers blazed higher. Once that was done, he looked back toward the work.
Iralin was cautiously cutting another one of the sacs. His gaze shifted instead to Laeri, who appeared to be working healing arts on the infant. Beside it lay another mansthein infant, half-bundled in a rumpled sheet. Slaten walked to examine it more closely.
Though the method it had come into the world was far from human, the infant looked almost normal. Head and eyes too large for its body, tiny fists clenched. When it cried he saw that it had a full set of teeth, though the pointed nubs didn't look like they could do much damage. The infant had pure gray skin, which struck him as odd because the mother had mottled blue and green. Perhaps it would change over time.
Eventually the water finished boiling and he brought it closer. Iralin acknowledged it with a grunt and kept working. More of the babies had been... Slaten wasn't sure if "born" was the proper word, but they were out and crying at one another.
As Iralin cut into one of the deeper sacs, the woman let out a louder scream and thrashed on the table. Iralin hissed and glared at Laeri. "Hold her down, will you?"
"I'm sorry, I can't!" Laeri winced as the woman's clawed hands dug another furrow in the wood. "I-I'm not trained in earth sein..."
"Dammit - Slaten, pin her shoulders. Laeri, let the brats cry and focus on her hips. If she doesn't relax more, the last one is going to be hell."
Though he'd had no intention of getting involved with anything like this, Slaten moved to obey. The woman thrashed violently, but she didn't seem to be trained in sein, so it was easy to overpower her. She managed to rip open one of his injuries, then he got her shoulders pinned and she thrashed less.
Even being in the same room as a pregnant woman was extremely inappropriate in Oken culture, but Slaten felt that he had passed that point a long time ago. He'd killed several women, so there could be nothing shameful about helping one to live. Even from his limited experience with birth, this seemed much more painful and dangerous than he had expected.
Cleaning off her knife between each extraction, Iralin slowly cut open all the sacs and removed the babies. One of them was a shade of blue that wasn't natural even for mansthein and didn't seem to be breathing. After she and Laeri cleared its throat, thumped its back, and tried several sein techniques, Iralin cursed and set it aside, returning to the mother.
Her form was much deflated, though covered in slime and flaps of skin. Though he thought the core of her body was intact, it looked as though her flesh had been shredded by some kind of explosion. There was still a large swelling by her hips, which Laeri had moved so that her legs spread wide. Iralin moved to examine between her legs, then breathed a heavy sigh and leaned against the side of the table.
"The head is the right position, but he's taking his time." She rose and pointed between them swiftly, first to the woman, then Laeri, then Slaten. "You, scream less and breathe more. You, keep her relaxed but don't interfere with the muscles around the canal. You, stay alert in case she thrashes again."
That decided, Iralin cleaned off her knife again, then began cutting at the broken flaps of skin. They barely bled at all and Slaten realized that it seemed possible to cut them away. The flesh underneath was scarred and looked thin, almost as if he could see organs within, but it seemed the skin from the sacs was now unnecessary.
"Umm, Iralin..." Laeri shuffled beside her, eyes down. "Is it okay if I just focus on the major muscles?"
Iralin waved her knife vaguely. "Just do what you can. Weren't you Estronn-trained? You should have a deeper relaxation technique. Help the body mend without going too far."
"I know it, but my sein... I'm used to using sunlight, but starlight is still difficult for me and I can't use sky sein at all..."
Since Iralin just shook her head and the operation seemed to have passed the dangerous point, Slaten decided to ask. "What do you mean by sky sein?"
"Oh!" Laeri blinked her large eyes at him. "Have you read about Estronese views of sein before? No, that's foolish, of course you wouldn't. Sein is divided into five elem-"
Iralin stabbed her knife into the table. "Is this really the fucking time for that?" Laeri put her head down and apologized profusely while Slaten accepted that she was right.
Before Iralin finished cutting off all the excess skin, the woman gave another scream and bucked again. Immediately Iralin set aside her knife and moved between the woman's legs. After examining the baby for a time, she shook her head.
"Not yet. Keep breathing." She moved back to the woman's side and cleaned her knife again.
Though he knew Iralin wouldn't want questions, Slaten felt that this was his only opportunity to ask. "Are all mansthein pregnancies like this?"
For a time Iralin didn't answer, just continued to work, and he wondered if she would ignore him entirely. Eventually she spoke in a low voice. "There was a time when this was normal, but that is in the distant past. It only got this bad because Safakiv is a bastard and because she hid instead of coming to me. When things are done properly, it-"
She cut off as the woman's arm lurched up and grabbed her front of her shirt. "Shut up, Seinan bitch." Though her words were choked with pain and her Futhik strongly accented, Slaten heard the meaning clearly. "You have no idea how..." Her words turned into another growl of pain, her teeth clenching together.
Iralin stared down at her, then carefully made the woman's fingers unclench from her shirt. "This is the one circumstance I'll allow you to speak to me that way. Be quiet and focus on finishing this - you don't have strength to waste."
Though Iralin seemed controlled as usual, Slaten saw real hatred in the other mansthein woman's eyes. He kept his questions to himself for the rest of the operation.
Looking between the two mansthein women, he thought he could see differences that were more than just minor variation. Iralin's ears were short and pointed, while the other woman's were long and thin. They almost paralleled the thin horns that he noticed emerging from her messy hair. He wasn't sure if the differences in skin and hair color meant anything, but noticed that where her skin wasn't shredded, the pregnant woman had subtle striping. He thought her eyes might be different as well, but couldn't get a good look.
Eventually the last mansthein baby emerged, causing many more screams but without dangerous complication. It was substantially larger than the others and had two nub-like horns on its head. When it was cleaned, treated, and set in a blanket with the others, Iralin finally let out a long sigh of relief. Slaten remembered that sound from their days in the clinic and knew the work was over. The mother seemed to be hovering on the edge of unconsciousness, too weak to move.
Slumping to the other side of the room, Iralin began to brew the unusual tea she preferred. Though Slaten wanted to ask more questions, one look at her eyes convinced him that this wasn't the time. Instead he retreated to the entrance, where he found Laeri as well. She spoke to him quietly.
"I, ah, thank you for helping. Did you come to help us?"
"No, I was actually going to ask you..." He raised his arms, which were now covered in dried blood. Some of the slime had gotten onto them as well and he resolved to clean them thoroughly. Laeri saw them and shook her head apologetically.
"Oh, I'm so sorry, but I won't be able to heal you tonight. Is that okay? I've just used so much sein, and I always try to be careful with your injuries..."
"It's fine." Slaten looked back into the room: Iralin slouched in her chair, the woman flat on her back and bloody, the new mansthein wailing. He felt as though they should lead him to some conclusion, but he found nothing. "I'll see you tomorrow, Laeri."
She nodded and moved away, letting him walk out into the night. Slaten rubbed at the scars on his arms all the way back.




Chapter 32

-
"I understand why everyone here is required to stay, but effective officers are essential for the continued operations of Ith Ire. I have received credible reports of sexual aggression, but under current restrictions my response options are limited. This problem could be resolved with the ability to screen officers or extended ability to issue court martials."
- Commander Kolanin, head of operations at Ith Ire
-
Veron sat in the bar, not drinking.
It did seem to defeat the purpose, and the longer it went, the more it irritated her. But she trusted her instincts and she liked having her guts on the inside, so she kept her head. She brought the glass of water to her lips and didn't drink any of that either. Partially because it tasted awful, partially because she didn't want to piss again soon.
After so long crisscrossing the Chorhan Expanse, robbing a few travelers for old times' sake, she finally had a nasty twinge in her gut. Something would happen soon, or so she thought.
The first thing she noticed was that the man tending the bar disappeared. He had been moving about, doing his work to get ready for more customers, but then he had gone into a back room and not come back. She was completely alone, which would have been a good time to steal things... but she was waiting for the footsteps that meant she wasn't actually alone.
She heard them soon, two distinct patterns behind her. Probably two men, one heavier than the other. They didn't seem to be preparing to attack, just splitting up and moving toward her from opposite sides. Veron took a drink of the water, slammed the mug to the table, and gave an exaggerated sigh.
"Damn good day for a drink, wouldn't you say?" She turned back and glanced at them, putting her hand near the hilt of her sword without making too much of it.
On her left stood a short man built like a wall. Had an eyepatch partially covering a nasty scar. Pretty decent beard the same blond as the hair on his head, all of it cut short. His light tunic didn't cover his arms - maybe just to show off his big strong muscles, but given his confidence while moving unarmed, she suspected he could use them.
On her right approached a taller and thinner man. Wore a green robe with gold trim that was pretentious as fuck. It took her a while to get past that and see that he was a little older than her. Not Coran, maybe Estronese. Had a slick goatee that she kind of liked and kind of hated. Striking, anyway. Also unarmed, though she didn't think he'd be winning any wrestling matches.
"You've been asking a lot of questions." Muscleface spoke gruffly, crossing his arms over his chest. Veron shrugged.
"I'm overflowing with youthful curiosity."
"We don't have to be here to fight you. This could end well for everyone."
"Maybe." Veron shifted as Goatee moved, keeping track of him. But to her surprise, he sat down on the chair beside her, leaning against the bar casually before speaking.
"We've noticed that you ran into some people who... chose to give you their valuables." Goatee had a nice, resonant voice, the kind they wanted for storytellers. Having seen him up close, Veron was sure that he was no storyteller.
"Generous folks in these parts."
Muscleface moved to sit on the other side of her, though he hung back instead of abandoning all subtlety with the threatening. Meanwhile, Goatee continued. "If you had robbed any of our agents, this conversation would go much less pleasantly. Well, you did rob one of our informants, but that can be forgiven. We're here because you don't seem to be hiding anything - are you interested in joining our movement?"
"Oh, good. We're not going to fuck around and pretend you aren't from the Co-" She cut off as Muscleface scowled. "Alright, I won't say it. Just so long as we all understand."
There was a pause, then Muscleface cleared his throat and spoke. "My name is Hanfel. Let me tell you upfront that we're not interested in hiring mercenaries. I used to be one myself, I know how loyal we are. There's too much at stake to risk it."
"Whoever said I was interested in joining you? Maybe I'm just wasting my time with all this."
Goatee shook his head, pretentious cowl shaking back and forth. "I doubt that. You look like a woman who would spend extra time with a good drink, not chasing after a group like ours."
Veron smirked at him. "Yeah, come to think of it, this was a terrible plan. What's your name, by the way?"
He just shook his head. If he was trying to be enigmatic, Veron considered punching him in the face. Then again, it was reasonable not to give his name when they didn't trust her. Hanfel struck her as the more straightforward type who had probably been a shitty mercenary.
"Earlier, you said you didn't want to fuck around." Hanfel leaned closer, irritated but not threatening. "Do us the same courtesy. Why did you get our attention like this?"
"I was happy with my life before, but things are getting rough." Veron thought about three smiling faces with white eyes and took a drink, a real one this time. "I'm guessing that your goals are bigger than really interests me. But you're the only ones who have a shot at kicking the Deathspawn out. If you're looking for more fighters, I'm in."
Goatee nodded. "We do need more agents. We're spread thin on guerrilla missions and we lack the forces for the direct confrontation we need." When Hanfel glared at him, Goatee rolled his eyes. "Oh, please. We don't need to worry about her. We may have to kill her, but we don't have to worry about her."
Veron laughed and slapped him on the back. "You're not so bad. I'd buy you a drink, but I don't buy drinks for mystery men."
"I'm Graenin. And I'd take a drink." His name was even close to her nickname for him - perfect. Veron frowned at the bar, however.
"Might be hard, since you ran off the bartender."
"We'll manage." Hanfel vaulted over the bar, surprisingly smoothly given his size. He set down a few Easterns on the back table, then began looking through the drinks. As he moved, he glanced over his shoulder. "What's your poison?"
"Give me one of those gourds of whiskey. The whole thing."
He tossed it over to her without any signs of tampering. Veron smelled it briefly just in case the bartender was one of them, then took a swig. Meanwhile, Hanfel gave Graenin a glass of wine - also kind of pretentious, but she'd let it go. After pouring a large mug of beer for himself, he sat down on the other side of the bar.
"So..." Veron took a longer drink, savored it, then regretfully began flowing sein to neutralize the alcohol just in case. "How is this going to work?"
"We're going to need a bit more information about you first," Graenin said. "We don't care that you were a bandit, but we do need to know why. I don't suppose you only preyed on Deathspawn?"
"And gave it all to little old widows? Nah, I took whatever I could get. But it's hard to live that way and no one stays young forever except crazy old masters. Since all the biggest caravans hire strong guards, there's no way to get a big haul and retire. I figured I needed another way out. That was when the Deathspawn started marching everywhere and my job got a hell of a lot harder. I got involved in some messy stuff."
Hanfel frowned over his beer. "Messy stuff?"
She needed a couple more drinks for that. Once she was done, Veron wiped her mouth and started slowly. "You know all those stories about the Hero? It's not entirely bullshit. The guy was really something, had the Deathspawn shitting themselves."
Veron told them a heavily simplified version, cutting out most of the suspicious parts. They still didn't buy it. Hanfel listened with obvious skepticism on his face, while Graenin quietly drank. He actually finished off a couple glasses without hesitation - the man knew how to drink after all.
When she finished, Hanfel shook his head. "We've heard a lot of stories too, enough to believe there was something like that. But it seems like a mess to me. We don't want to get involved."
"Told you it was messy. What are you after, then?"
The two of them glanced at each other, then Graenin spoke. "There's no single answer to that, because it's an alliance of necessity. It started with soldiers in East Corah angry that the king surrendered the northeastern hills. They tried to fight back and fragmented into several groups. Our group is the only one that's endured, because we strike where it matters most instead of taking them on directly."
"Pretty vague. What do you actually strike?"
"I can't answer that because it would give you too much information about current assignments. But we pursue more than one goal. What matters is that they support East Corah or hinder the Deathspawn."
"Especially Aryabaus." Hanfel scowled into his drink. "He won't rest until he's destroyed us. Some of the other Deathspawn are willing to live and let live, but he's aggressive."
"Smart, too. We won an early victory against him, but he's adapted since then. Only moves his men in groups too large for us to strike. If we want to have any chance of taking back East Corah, we need to go through him first."
"Got it." Veron tapped her fingers along the bar. "I get that you don't trust me, so what do I need to do to change that?"
Hanfel drained the rest of his beer and stood up. "For a start, we should head out of town and see what you're made of. We have plenty of weak fighters, so you're definitely good enough, but just how good you are will make a difference. After that, you'll travel with us and be given a few chances to prove yourself."
"Works for me." Veron added the gourd of whiskey to the rest of her collection and moved to follow him. Soon after, Graenin flowed after them.
They left the crappy little town, starting at a walk and accelerating as they got further into the grasslands. Veron had absolutely no doubt about her ability to outrun them: Hanfel was good at short bursts of speed if anything, and Graenin didn't look like he had much in the way of stamina. It seemed they felt the same way, because they didn't try to test her on speed.
Now that she was actually making contact, Veron had mixed feelings. It would be more interesting than getting drunk and risking capture, sure. Whatever else the Coran resistance was doing wrong, she never heard anything about it losing people. Besides, fighting with others might clear her head after so long with the Hero. That alone was worth something. She could always loot the resistance and run off later.
"This is far enough." Hanfel stopped and folded his arms over his chest. "Let's see what you have."
"More than you can handle, Muscleface."
"What?" Hanfel had been shifting into combat position but hesitated at that. While he paused, Veron drew her sword.
Veron started with a slash at his side, more to see what he would do than because it was a good opening move. To her surprise, Hanfel let it hit. If she had been striking him with her full strength, it would have cut into him, but she didn't see arrogance on his face. He'd bet on her holding back.
That was made certain when his arm clamped down onto the blade, locking it in place. His other hand lunged out, grabbing for her wrist.
She abandoned the sword, evading his grab. If he got a grip on her, she'd bet that he'd make her regret it. When he started to move after her she reversed direction, landing a kick on his chest that he just took with a grunt. That had been a real kick, too. Muscleface was tough.
Her real purpose had been to get her foot in position, though. Veron jerked it backward and caught the crossguard of her sword, jerking it from under his arm and to her waiting hand. He winced as if he felt the edge, though she didn't see any blood. She hefted her sword and raised an eyebrow at him.
"That good enough?"
"Not quite." It was Graenin who spoke, stepping out opposite her. He lifted his hands at his sides, green light flickering in each palm. Veron stuck her tongue out at him in distaste.
"Really? Fancy tricks like that don't do a lot of good compared to a blade through the skull."
Instead of answering, Graenin gave her a small smile. Arrogant bastard. She'd probably given a lot of similarly arrogant smiles, though.
Without warning she lunged forward, closing the distance between them. She could feel the sein gathering in his left palm, preparing a strike, but he wasn't going to be fast enough. Veron went low and slashed at his head, aiming to knock off his stupid hood but not injure him.
To her surprise, he managed to dodge back. Alright, so Goatee was fast. That didn't mean his idiotic method of using sein was good enough. The strike still wasn't quite ready and she was in his range now, shifting her sword back and thrusting at his chest.
His right hand moved, there was a thunderclap, and then Veron was flat on her back.
Damn. She stared upward, trying to remember the details. He hadn't been gathering power in his right hand secretly or anything. It had just gone from basic preparation to hitting her. The movement of his body was as fast as using a knife, she guessed, and the sein itself moved faster than a normal weapon. She'd only had a glimpse of some kind of green bolt and no time to dodge.
Hanfel offered her a hand up, but Veron ignored it. She drew her legs back, then flipped up onto her feet and smirked at Graenin. "Fine, guess you can use those tricks of yours after all." Kicking her sword up to her hand, Veron returned it to its sheath. "How many warriors as developed as us do you have in your little group? Any true masters with you?"
"We have an old man who no longer fights, but no true masters in our active ranks," Hanfel said. "Aside from the two of us, there's a young man you'll meet soon who isn't bad. And Destrela coordinates our activities. Haven't gotten a chance to fight her, but I'm pretty sure she's dangerous."
Graenin nodded as he approached. "Not sure I'd want her at my side in a fight, but I definitely wouldn't want her at my back."
"She's the one you'll need to convince, if you want to see where we're hiding. But we'll vouch for your strength and what we've seen of your character."
Veron chewed her lip and considered that. "So, what would lead you to send all four of your strongest out at the same time? A little risky, don't you think?"
Hanfel shrugged, while Graenin shook his head. "Our location is very well hidden, so we usually don't need to worry about that. But it's still not ideal. That's part of why we considered recruiting you."
"Nice to be wanted. Alright, are we heading out or what?"
"Yes. We need to go some distance to meet one of our comrades. He actually knows what our next assignment is and we don't - easier to avoid retaliation if anyone gets captured."
They headed out, moving at a faster pace now. Fortunately, neither of them felt the need to yammer constantly. It was a relief compared to traveling with all the kids, though they could at least be entertaining at times. She had a feeling that Hanfel was always focused on grander goals. Maybe worth having a drink with, but probably not much fun otherwise.
Graenin... well, Goatee was growing on her. When he moved to run beside her, she didn't mind.
"I'm impressed you were so little affected by my attack." He flexed the fingers of one hand one at a time, almost a subconscious movement. "I used something that wouldn't cause real harm, since we were just testing you. But it was meant to stun, and you seemed to shake it off immediately."
"It's the drinking. My head has been knocked around too much for anything to have an effect."
He chuckled, which was about the best she could expect for a reply like that. More likely the real reason had to do with things she preferred not to think about. She'd certainly never bothered with much mental training in the past. Always struck her as too finicky.
She found herself wondering if Graenin might be able to teach her a trick or two in a way that wouldn't feel like shoving her head up her own asshole. He seemed a reasonable man, for someone who threw fancy light around. And those hand exercises... he had slender, dexterous fingers. One could imagine how well he needed to use them in order to execute all those fancy Estronese skills...
Unfortunately, she didn't get a real chance to talk to him before they came up to the man they must be looking for. At least she assumed so. He was sitting on the highest boulder in a mound, the sunlight gleaming off his armor and right into her fucking eyes.
When he saw them, the armored man stood up and jumped down the side of the mound. His helm only covered the top and sides of his head, showing one of those boringly handsome faces, square jaw and everything. Looked a bit young to her, but reasonably strong.
All the armor didn't impress her, though. Men wearing armor tended to rely on it too much, she found, and it didn't do any good against a sufficiently trained blade. The boy didn't even have a complete set, just his helm, a breastplate, and a huge gauntlet that covered one arm. His sword was on that side as well and looked like a fancy two-handed blade. A real knight from East Corah, maybe?
"Who is this?" he asked immediately. Hanfel answered.
"Narenel, meet Veron. Veron, Narenel. Destrela had us looking for talent and she's our first recruit. Destrela wouldn't have mentioned it to you."
"For the usual reasons. Yes, I know." Narenel turned to Veron and bowed with one hand at his waist. "I am pleased to meet you, my lady."
Veron almost wished he'd just stared at her tits instead. Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she nodded vaguely at him. "Not really a lady, but okay. You a knight?"
"Not any more. The knights who remain in East Corah have been compromised by the Deathspawn. My own master was killed in a treacherous attack. I have lent my sword to the resistance ever since they helped rescue me from the northeastern territories."
"Great." Veron pulled out her flask and took a drink. Obnoxious kid, way too earnest about things. Best to avoid the naive fucker before he got people around him killed. She saw that Graenin rolled his eyes and held back a smirk.
Hanfel stepped forward, raising one hand. "Do you have the instructions from Destrela?"
"Already read and disposed of them. She didn't say anything about you finding anyone, but it's probably good to have another pair of eyes. We're going to raid one of their supply posts, to help throw them off the trail."
"Just a supply post? All of us for such a small target?"
Narenel nodded seriously and clasped his hands at his waist. "Apparently she's spread rumors about us attacking there and wants to make them seem credible by having it actually occur. But we'll need to hit hard and get out fast."
Graenin stroked his goatee thoughtfully. "Trying to confuse the rumors? There isn't anything to the suggestion that we have a traitor, is there?"
"I'm not sure. But our Deathspawn source apparently said there was someone coming with the intention of infiltrating. It sounded very odd. They weren't under Aryabaus's command, but he argued for them to assist him. And since he's always been targeting us first, you know that's how he'd use an infiltrator, if one really existed."
They considered that in silence for a bit, or rather Veron pretended to consider with them. The only thing she was curious about was what kind of Deathspawn source they had. An actual Deathspawn, or just someone working with them? Her instinct was not to care, but that sort of thing would start mattering to her if she was really joining this resistance, even temporarily.
"Alright, Lady Veron." Narenel turned toward her and put a hand on his sword. "Are you ready to attack straight into an ambush?"
Veron took one more drink and then put her flask away. "What the hell are we waiting for?"




Chapter 33

-
"Humans on Breilin are mostly incapable of building large structures or fortifications, even to the degree that other human cultures can. Some groups in the southwest can produce rudimentary castles and there are a few cities, but most follow nomadic lifestyles for traditional reasons or believe that it is sacrilegious to build such large structures. Soldiers should take care not to offend such superstitions."
- mansthein field manual on central Breilin
-
At first Melal didn't recognize him.
With their digging increasingly hitting strange rock, they needed fewer workers down below. Melal had pretended not to be able to control his strength and cracked one of the walls. It got him a lecture, but also got him sent to work on the surface. Now that it was easier to slack off, he was beginning to enjoy life a little again.
It wasn't unusual for Rhilanor to visit him there, where they could chat or practice. Melal turned to his friend with a smile, opening his mouth to say something about how much he'd mastered the Scorched Palm. But that was when he realized that Rhilanor had changed.
A light glowed within him. His hair and his eyes were as dark as always, yet something within lit up their color. When he approached, he moved not with a warrior's strength, but with something greater. It seemed that the world itself did not touch him, the air and light sliding away to give him all the space he deserved.
Could he be the Hero? No, the Hero wasn't Rhilanor, Rhilanor was just his friend... yet he remembered the false hero from before. Melal grabbed his head, trying to set everything right.
"Don't worry, Melal. We're doing things right this time." Rhilanor put a hand on his shoulder and Melal found himself straightening, swelling with understanding. He pushed aside the doubts sneaking at the edges of his mind and focused on what mattered: the Hero was speaking to him, explaining their purpose.
"Are we going to fight the Deathspawn?"
"Yes, but not wildly. They have set up this prison to try to stop us, so direct attempts will be futile. We have to..." Rhilanor paused, closing his eyes tightly. After a time he opened them, certain again. "We need to begin with chaos."
"What?"
"We begin by sowing discord among the enemy. Break apart their plans to stop us. Then we will be able to forge an army of light and escape this prison."
Yes, that could work! Melal swallowed his excitement with great difficulty. "What should I do?"
"I need more time to gather all our forces... I need you to cause a distraction."
"Of course!" Melal nodded to the Hero and sped away. He glanced over his shoulder once and saw the Hero kneeling to the ground, eyes closed as if contemplating something. The light clung to him even more than before, suffusing his being.
Grinning, Melal searched for a good way to cause a distraction. When he spotted Hakkiv, he knew what he would do. The large Catai had continued to scorn him since their attempt at a fight, but that would change. Maybe not that day, but in time he would be strong enough. For now, he could test out all his training.
Melal grabbed the pickaxe from a worker's hands and ran with it, letting out a roar of challenge. It certainly got everyone's attention. Hakkiv turned to him in surprise, not moving quickly enough to draw his mace.
His leg snapped out, catching Melal in the stomach with a kick.
Tumbling backward, Melal hit the ground twice before he rolled to a stop. But the entire time, he kept hold of the pickaxe. The kick had knocked the wind out of him, but it hadn't caused as much injury as it would have before. Maybe he was getting closer.
"What is this about?" Hakkiv appeared over him, one huge leg coming down to pin his chest to the ground. "If you wanted to test yourself against me, you could have just asked."
"Die, Deathspawn!" Melal gripped the pickaxe with both hands and smashed it down, hitting the Catai in the kneecap as hard as he could.
The blow tore through the pants of his uniform and drew a bit of blood. Hakkiv growled and swatted the weapon out of his hands, but he couldn't stop Melal from laughing. He had drawn blood this time. Though Hakkiv might be stronger than him now, the gap between them was closing. If he was smart, Hakkiv would kill Melal now, but he wouldn't. If the Hero didn't kill the Catai during their escape, Melal would end his life eventually.
Around them, he could sense the uneasiness in everyone else, human or Deathspawn. Maybe they felt the Hero, maybe Melal's words had gotten through to them. Hakkiv scowled and picked him up by his shirt, but Melal only laughed.
~ ~ ~
In the depths of the mine, Slaten felt separated from the world. He was surrounded on all sides by black stone, the lanterns rendered feeble flickering motes in the shadows. Not only was this stone far harder to work through, everyone else agreed that it felt wrong. Several workers had refused to go down into the lower levels again and others constantly looked over their shoulders while they worked.
Though Slaten didn't feel anything unusual about the stone, he admitted that something was definitely wrong. None of the minerals they had been told to look for had appeared in any meaningful quantity. Instead they had found remnants of some past civilization, now even walls of black marble.
Perhaps the mansthein were lying to them about their purpose here. It was equally likely that someone else was lying to the mansthein. Kolanin had been increasingly distant over the past month, but when Slaten had spoken with him, he had seemed anxious and distracted.
Whatever the case, all Slaten could do was keep swinging his pickaxe. Though he had mastered the early stages of the Coran strength techniques, his body had refused to grow larger as many of theirs did, instead becoming more wiry. The Scorched Palm that Rhilanor had taught him worked perfectly, though, numbing his pain and increasing his endurance. Something about the technique made his sein twinge unpleasantly, but it was undeniably effective.
Thinking about the Rhen man made Slaten pause. He stopped working for a moment and realized there were sounds of a disruption from further down the tunnel that he hadn't been able to hear. Slaten rested his pickaxe on his shoulder and went to investigate.
There were several men assaulting a woman on the floor of the tunnel. Slaten started to move when he recognized them and paused.
The woman was Iralin and the men were all mansthein who worked in the tunnels. One of them had pinned her down with his weight and was ripping at her clothes while the others stood guard. They hadn't noticed him yet, but it was only a matter of seconds until they did.
His hand gripped the handle of his pickaxe tightly. Could he kill all of them? It wouldn't be easy, as all the workers in the tunnels had at least some strength. A few he thought only had the brute sein of workers, but others he knew were warriors. None of them had weapons, so the question was if the narrow corridors could work in his advantage.
Before he had decided on his plan of attack, someone came from the opposite direction. Safakiv, his eyes widening as he wandered in. All the mansthein turned to look at him except the one assaulting Iralin. After a long pause, he spoke in an unusually flat voice.
"What are you doing, boys?"
"Showing the arrogant bitch her place," one of them said, and a few others laughed. Slaten had expected Safakiv to laugh with them, but his eyes were hard.
That was when he noticed that the struggle on the ground wasn't what he thought it was. The man on top of Iralin shook, but not under his own power. Iralin's hand on his face now no longer looked like a desperate attempt to fend him off. Her fingers were only slightly bent, the sein in them so intense that Slaten tasted blood.
As the man began to gasp and shudder, everyone else noticed as well. His mottled skin was shifting to a less healthy color, puckering and cracking in multiple places. When Iralin rose to her feet, she lifted him by his head. Blood poured out of his mouth and down the front of his shirt until she discarded the corpse.
She turned and gave the group a cold stare, then walked away. Safakiv stepped out of her way and made a grandiose gesture for her to pass, earning him a glare. Though Slaten wanted to follow her, he didn't do so fast enough before Safakiv rounded on the others and shook his head.
"Boys, I agree that females should go back to the pits. But that doesn't mean being a complete idiot. And it doesn't mean healers."
"But... she treated us lik-" The Deathspawn who started to speak was cut off when Safakiv struck him in the face.
"Real soldiers know you don't fuck with healers. When you have your guts spilling out of your stomach, you don't give the tiniest of shits about who can put them back in. You want every damn healer you can get at their very best." He whirled on the next man, jabbing his finger into his chest. "You do not. Fuck. With. Healers."
They grumbled but reluctantly agreed, starting to move away. Back to work, even. Slaten considered how much effort it would be to kill them individually and make each death look like an accident. Safakiv would be suspicious, but perhaps he could be removed as well.
Slaten would have kept planning, except when he thought of Iralin he felt an intense urge to kill her as well.
Stumbling after her, Slaten pulled back his sleeve and bit into his arm. No, that wasn't right. Was it happening again? Down here it seemed easier to think, yet he didn't want to stay in that corridor with any of them. Doing his best to focus, Slaten set aside all thoughts of killing and just hurried to catch up to Iralin.
She was making swift progress, already up one ladder before he caught sight of her. The haze in his mind grew worse as he approached the surface, but Slaten did his best to ignore the growing confusion. He managed to catch up to Iralin near the entrance to the mine.
"What happened?" As soon as he spoke, Slaten realized that he should have apologized or offered some sort of comfort. But from the icy stare Iralin cast him, it might not have mattered.
"They lied about a serious injury in the mines."
"Does that... happen often?"
"No. Not here." She turned to face him just at the entrance. "I do not want to talk to you, Slaten."
He nodded and accepted that... until she stepped out into the sunlight and he felt a surge of hope. Slaten moved after her, wincing as the sunlight swept over him. The sky was filled with white clouds that burned intensely white and he felt a familiar presence in his heart.
"Run!" Slaten grabbed Iralin's arm and she whirled to grasp him with sein in her hand, until she saw his face. He bit his arm again, tasted blood, and wasn't sure how much of it was sein. "Don't be here when he arrives!"
After only the slightest pause, Iralin did just that. For now, he was alone, but it wouldn't last long. Slaten closed his eyes and took a deep breath, trying to ignore how hot the sun felt on his body. He wouldn't let himself succumb to it, not so easily. His mind struggled to identify the threat, yet screamed that he had to resist something formless and terrible.
When he opened his eyes, he saw a point of light moving toward him. Slaten turned to look, knowing what he would see... yet not expecting a familiar face. Rhilanor? The Rhen man looked the same, but his eyes shimmered white and his bearing had changed. As he approached, Slaten struggled against the urge to cry out and join the others following him.
"Ah, Slaten. Please join us." Rhilanor smiled at him and started to turn away. Slaten swallowed and his voice came out in a rasp.
"Rhilanor?"
That made the Hero pause, then turn back to him. "Yes... I am. I am... the Hero Rhilanor. O-of the Kelfaa." After a moment of uncertainty, he nodded. "I think I was always chosen to fulfill the Legend, I simply did not realize it before now."
"How?" Slaten swallowed, his throat completely dry. "How did you realize?"
"I..." Rhilanor closed his eyes. "I was meditating, thinking of... of how unfair all this was. I realized that if I wanted to return home, I would need to fight. All of us would need to fight. The city just came to me."
"The city?"
Instead of replying directly, Rhilanor smiled at him. His eyes shone with inexpressible emotion. "It's beautiful. The tapestry of everything, laid out before me. We all have our part to play, yes. It is time for the Hero to slay the enemy."
Though Slaten desperately wanted to ask more questions, the clouds had filled his mind and it was difficult to think. He still struggled, though he didn't know why. The empty fear was beginning to retreat into the back of his mind. Yet as honored as he felt to have the Hero speaking to him, his questions and memories of Rhilanor stuck in his mind, sharp fragments that refused to disappear.
Rhilanor frowned slightly at him in concern and started to say something. At that moment, a Coran man rushed up to them, panting for breath. When they turned to him, he triumphantly raised his hand and revealed a thin silver spindle.
"I found it in the offices! This one can take us out of here!"
"Truly?" Rhilanor took it, examining the strange object carefully. "It is difficult to believe that the Deathspawn can travel across the entire world in an instant with these..."
"This is our way out!" The man regained his breath and took the spindle back, eagerly gesturing with it. "I've mastered the art, I just need to change it so that it takes all of us. In the blink of an eye, we can be away from here!"
"As helpful as that would be... no. No, I feel there is a great danger here. How many can you take without changing anything?"
"You, me, perhaps two or three others. That's all, the way it is now. But I'm sure I can do more, Hero! Just give me time!"
Rhilanor straightened his back and shook his head. "I do not want to leave loyal followers behind to be recaptured by the enemy. Perhaps it could be used as a last resort, but..."
The long bellow of a horn interrupted them. Everyone looked for the source and they found it quickly: an army was approaching on the horizon. A Deathspawn army. Rhilanor turned to face it, eyes blazing, but it was obvious that they were outnumbered.
"It's too late for us!" The man with the spindle let out a cry and whirled on Rhilanor. "You have to live, Hero! I'll take us away from here so that we can fight again!"
"Wait, n-" The cry was too late, the spindle had already been snapped in half.
Reality seemed to draw inward... and then contorted violently. The man's upper half had vanished entirely, leaving the bloody stumps of two legs. Slaten stared at the ends, torn as if some great force had ripped the rest of the body away. The moment that the man had died, something had jarred every part of his body in a way he'd never felt before.
But the others seemed to have moved on, ignoring the body. They marched after Rhilanor as if nothing had happened. Slaten saw Celivia in the crowd and she stared at the bloody legs for a time, but soon even she was pulled after the Hero.
The Hero turned to face the oncoming threat, raised a hand over his head, and shouted in a booming voice. "Our time is now! We have gathered together and nothing can stop us!" Everyone gave an answering roar and moved after him, marching away from Ith Ire.
They left on foot, marching out toward the enemy, and Slaten went with them. His arms were trembling so hard that countless small injuries had burst open and blood had covered his arms, but he wasn't sure why.
~ ~ ~
When it began, Kolanin felt the horror deep within his soul. Just when the camp seemed to be unifying, it all came apart again. He knew that he should get up and act to stop it as quickly as possible, yet he stayed in place, staring at the papers covering his desk. So many attempts to change the patterns. Were they all rendered useless each time another hero appeared?
In the past he had felt rage, but now there was only weary sorrow. When he did manage to get to his feet, he moved as if he was a much older man. No one else was in the main building, so he limped down the stairs alone and walked out into the central grounds.
There was a small mansthein army approaching, Aryabaus marching in the center of it. Unannounced, which would have upset Kolanin if he wasn't so tired. They didn't seem to have fought along the way, so it was likely no disaster, just another force attempting to control the delicate balance. If it was a balance at all and not just his delusion.
That army was charging forward now, screaming war cries. The enemy. The other enemy came out from the buildings of Ith Ire, screaming back. A glorious figure moved at the head of the group, urging them onward. He looked familiar, but Kolanin no longer had the strength to remember names.
This battle would cripple them. He could see that no one would step in between those two forces and stop them. At best someone could kill the Hero quickly, but the fighting would continue for some time after that. Though not all the humans were among the army, a large percentage would still die. Kolanin numbly noticed that this time there were no untrained civilians or children among them. Not that it meant anything.
How long could this go on? Would the Hero keep reappearing until every last human in Ith Ire was dead? If so, would that be the end of it? Or would the violence simply drift onward, bringing its brilliance to the next village until the entire world lay dead?
Laughing bitterly, Kolanin began to walk toward the battle. It was going to end swiftly. As invincible as the Hero always seemed, he was facing Aryabaus's elites. Long before Kolanin got close, he saw them finally grab the Hero's limbs and pin him in place. Aryabaus stepped forward, his long thin blade whipped out, and the Hero's head fell. The body dropped soon after, and many on the field of battle collapsed.
As he approached, Kolanin saw many of the fighters look toward him. As if he had any answers. Most of them quickly looked away, the anger in their eyes dying. Kolanin ignored them and focused on the figure in black armor.
Aryabaus turned from the bodies and smiled grimly. "Seinan Kolanin. It seems that I have come just in time."
Perhaps. Or perhaps it was no accident that the next Hero had appeared just when the army arrived. Kolanin ignored the cold feeling in his stomach and managed a smile. "Thank you for your help, Koreinan Aryabaus. To what do we owe the pleasure?"
"I have brought these forces to reinforce your own. My concern was that the Coran resistance is growing more bold in its strikes, but I see you have problems of your own. I will not question the wisdom of those above us, but I hope this little experiment is worth it."
That was the point where he should have said that it was, pointed out something that they had learned. But it meant nothing. Compared to the Hero attacking Bundlin, they might be containing the violence, but it wouldn't be good enough. Kolanin felt weary down to his bones, yet he somehow managed to answer. "I hope so as well."
"I will stay until the fighting is over and the prisoners are contained. Then I will leave and take my elites with me. Apologies, but they are needed for many other battles."
"I understand, Koreinan Aryabaus. Thank you for your assistance."
Another Hero dead. Peace maintained. Kolanin smiled bitterly and welcomed the new army.




Chapter 34

-
"If active selection of officers is not permitted, creating any manner of stable structure at this location will prove impossible. Since I presume that no rebirth facilities will be authorized, at a bare minimum we require a method of gaining Catai support. Please note that I cannot advise strongly enough against using this position as punishment for disruptive soldiers, as their behavior will have a magnified impact here."
- Commander Kolanin, head of operations at Ith Ire
-
The sky roiled and Tani did her best to ignore it. She remained in control of herself - it was only the wind. She felt every moment that passed through her mind, not letting any slip away. There was no need to second-guess herself, only to focus.
And she needed to focus, because Jaer's hands rushed at her in a relentless assault. When his arm thrust out it was easy to sweep it aside, but it was barely away for a moment before it struck at her again. She was giving ground every step and still barely defending herself.
One of his legs lashed out, nearly catching hers. Surprising, given how he usually fought with his hands. She knew it was probably a distraction and prepared to deflect his next strikes, but just wasn't fast enough. This time he was the one to strike her arms down. She tried to grapple, but his other hand had already reached out, touching her forehead.
She pitched to the side before regaining her footing, resisting the urge to let time slip away. Tani smiled as she managed to endure it and Jaer didn't hesitate for a moment, still attacking, testing her from every angle. Several more times he managed to slip through, more of his sein invading her body.
Eventually she could only stand in place, pouring all of her attention into resisting the streams of sein that tried to reach her mind. Jaer saw she was at her limit and stopped, letting her concentrate fully. Trying to fight his sein with her own was useless since Jaer was so much stronger than her. But that didn't mean she had to let it have power over her mind. By the end there was sweat pouring down her forehead, but Tani still felt every heartbeat.
Finally it all passed through her. Tani gasped for breath and staggered back a few steps, but her mouth fell open in a grin. Not far away, Jaer gave her a pleased nod.
"You did not just let me succeed this time, did you?"
"No," Jaer said. "I was holding back my speed, but no more so than before. And I held nothing back when it came to our central exercise."
"Good." Tani walked to the nearest boulder and picked up one of the cloths, wiping herself off. "I know that wasn't the main point, but I feel that I've become much better at hand to hand combat as well. I don't think I've ever practiced it so much before now, since I couldn't use my knives to keep you at range."
"You have improved, yes, enough to face untrained soldiers. I would caution you against attempting to use your hand to hand skills too boldly, much less against an opponent trained to fight with their body. Such arts are not something that can be truly grasped in a hundred days."
She nodded, accepting the reminder. Without any direct threat to her life in some time, it was easy to slip into a training mindset where there was less at stake. But the idea of improving those skills excited her: since she used ranged weapons, warriors would always be rushing her, so having fallback techniques when they reached her was critical. Her master was skilled with those as well, they had just focused on throwing and the sickle knife so she could concentrate her efforts.
"This is... our last training session together, is it not?" Tani wasn't sure how she knew, but she was mostly certain of it. When Jaer nodded, the last doubt slipped away.
"The news I have heard troubles me. I will be traveling where you do not wish to go, faster than you can follow. Your place is still here, in the Chorhan Expanse."
"And my friends? We still have heard nothing of them?"
Jaer turned away from her. "No, I have learned of their location. I did not wish to tell you, because this Legend consumes all that it touches. But now... if you die, you will die as yourself. You have the right to make that choice and take those risks."
"Then where are they?" Tani threw aside the cloth, turning to him eagerly. Jaer still refused to look at her, only extending his arm in one direction.
"The location is called Ith Ire, and it lies only a few days of travel to the east. Last I heard, it was lightly defended in terms of numbers, but its forces included several Catai."
"Then you changed our route on purpose."
"Yes. I cannot say that I know you well, Tani of the Nelee, but after our travels together I felt certain that you would go to your friends." Jaer walked away from her to where his pack lay and bent down, retrieving a bundle wrapped in maroon cloth. "These are for you. A gift."
Tani unwrapped the bundle carefully and gasped as she saw the steel glittering within. A set of knives to replace those she had lost. When she lifted one, it immediately felt right in her hand. The edge looked to be of excellent quality. As she looked closer, she saw that unfamiliar letters had been etched along the blade. "Are these from Salenkh?"
"No, that is a gift I cannot give. These knives were forged of steel from Wahleen, far to the north. I do not think you will find superior steel on this continent, at least not steel that can be purchased. They will serve you well."
"Thank you, Jaer." Tani set down the knives, then jumped up and hugged his back. He didn't react for a moment, then gently touched her arm. After the brief touch, he pulled away.
"Please be cautious, Tani." He turned to look out over the grasslands in the direction he had pointed earlier. "You have gained a deeper knowledge of yourself, and you are close to discovering more of your own strength. But in the short term, all too often understanding is broken by brute force. You have great potential I do not wish to see snuffed out."
"I will do my best to remain alive."
It would have been too much to hope to receive much affection from him, but Tani would have been surprised if she had. She returned to the knives, reverentially placing them in their sheaths. Now fully armed again, she felt able to take on whatever she would find there. Tani picked up her pack from beside his and turned back to him.
"Any final words of wisdom?" She spoke with a wry smile, but to her surprise Jaer stared back somberly.
"Honor is a chain we use to bind ourselves. Sometimes chains are what make us human."
She didn't know how to react to that, the words settling heavily between them. From a Nelee master, she might have disregarded such words as another aphorism. They clearly meant something to Jaer, though she was certain that he would refuse to explain if she asked. So instead, Tani merely extended her hand, palm up.
His hand slid over hers and he bowed, deeper than he should have to an apprentice. Then he turned and swept away, striding into the grass and winds until he was gone.




Chapter 35

-
"Due to its latitude, central Breilin does not experience ordinary seasons. Instead, the weather adopts two central patterns: rainy or dry. Droughts are a problem during the dry seasons, but the land can flood during rainy seasons. The patterns vary, but are generally divided into long and short dry and rainy seasons that alternate throughout the year."
- mansthein field manual on central Breilin
-
It had been a long time since Kolanin had trained, beyond meditation and basic exercises. When Hakkiv had requested a sparring session with him, he had agreed only because he was numb from Aryabaus's arrival. Now that it was over, he still wasn't sure how to feel.
Sparring had certainly been easier than trying to work in his office, even if both were equally useless. Combat was simple. But though he could have taken refuge in that simplicity, he couldn't enjoy it, his mind weighed down by too many thoughts. He wasn't sure if he really believed there was a solution he could find if he thought hard enough.
"You are an exceptional warrior, Catainan Kolanin." Hakkiv had taken his uniform off to spar, but now that he had cleaned himself, he was buttoning it as precisely as usual. Normally his address might have been an insult, but it was clear what he meant.
"Thank you, Catainan Hakkiv."
"To retreat from civilization to hone one's skills is an old tradition, of course. But I do not believe that is what you are doing." Hakkiv loomed over him, fastening the last button on his sleeve. "You have turned aside from one role and taken a job that others could do. Perhaps not as well, but there are many administrators."
Kolanin sighed and stood up slowly. Once, he would have flipped to his feet, but he had lost his will for swift movement during the battle. "We all have different potentials. To focus on some, we must turn away from others. The question is not what we are best suited for, but what the world needs."
"And the world does not need people who pursue what they are best suited for?"
"Not necessarily." After a long pause, Kolanin found that he had nothing more to say. "Thank you for the sparring session. Now that my head is clear, I should return to work."
Hakkiv gave a respectful bow and did not pursue the matter further. Kolanin slowly returned to his office, ordering what needed to be done in his mind. With so many new troops, there were equally many problems. Building new housing while keeping them fed was difficult enough, on top of their constant clashes with the humans. The tension had grown so much that he was surprised another Hero had yet to appear.
On his way in, Iralin flicked her gaze at him and said nothing. She had put in a request to transfer and he had considered allowing it. Though his orders clearly intended that all mansthein stay in Ith Ire, he could see loopholes that could be exploited. He hesitated mainly because it would leave him in a difficult position - the human girl was nowhere near ready to take on on the lead healer's role.
Once in his office, he stared at his work for a time before getting back up and moving to brew a cup of neth. He would work after that, once he'd had a cup. Or two.
Before he finished, he heard the door open without a knock. Eraes stepped inside, her eyes hard. Kolanin sighed and focused on the cup of water between his hands.
"Let me go home."
He'd known the conversation would be difficult, but that was a poor beginning. Kolanin set down his cup heavily and turned back to her. Eraes stood ramrod straight, not averting her gaze even slightly.
"We both know there's no real reason for me to be here," she continued. "None of my skills are needed and I'm wasted here. This is an exile with no purpose. If you sent me back to Teralanth, not a single person - human or mansthein - would care."
"You know I can't do that."
"Why not?" Eraes spoke sharply, all her anger contained. "Do you honestly believe that I'm going to leave and turn into another Hero? They're always warriors."
That was untrue, not that it would mean anything to say it. The young woman who appeared first had not been trained in sein, and in his research he had found that at least one previous Hero had been a simple farmboy. Those facts did nothing to alter her situation. "I'm sorry, Eraes. The Zeitai were very clear in their orders."
"And so you'll just obey them? Do you respect them that much?"
"Did you see them in Bundlin?"
She didn't answer that, which was answer enough. They sat with that bitterness for a moment, then Kolanin took a sheet of paper and began writing. Eraes opened her mouth to speak when the door opened again and Herakin stuck his head in.
"Kolanin? There's something you'll want to see."
Eraes glared at him. "We're in the middle of something here."
"Don't really care. Look, it's not urgent, but you'll want to see it. I finally had to get off my ass and stop wasting my time here." Though Eraes didn't know it, Herakin had similar complaints to hers. If he said that situation had changed... well, it did deserve his attention.
Acknowledging Herakin with a nod, Kolanin kept writing. Once the other mansthein ducked back out of the room, Eraes returned her attention to Kolanin and straightened her back again. "Kolanin, please. If this continues, I'll face death or worse."
"There's very little I can do for you. But I can do this." Kolanin finished writing and examined the sheet of paper before looking up at her. "Do I have your word that you will not attempt to escape?"
"What would be the point? The new forces would just chase me down. But... yes, you have my word."
"Then you have this." Kolanin melted some sealing wax with sein and pressed his seal into it. "I don't want you to have to use this, but this situation cannot remain stable forever. If everything falls apart, or if you and your friends end up escaping... this document will help you."
Eraes had her eyes fixed on it, reading upside-down before he finished sealing it. "Not a general permission to travel? Why the river system?"
"If events go poorly here, general documents may be suspicious. This appears to be a specific assignment and could likely get you safely to a port city. From there, I cannot help you, but I suspect you're resourceful enough to find a way onto a ship back to Teralanth."
"I see." Eraes took the paper carefully, turning it over in her hands. "I wasn't sure if I would come away from this meeting with anything. This... is something, at least. Thank you."
"It's all I can do." Kolanin used the edge of his desk to push himself to his feet. If he stayed here, he doubted he would accomplish anything, possibly not even finish making his neth. "Now, I must see what Herakin needs. Please excuse me."
He left Eraes there and went down the stairs, where he found Herakin lounging in his chair again. Few others were still present this late in the day. On the other side, he saw Ulviab crouched on the floor, rolling a ball toward Teren. The Oken girl giggled wildly as the kittens made clumsy attempts to attack the ball as it moved between them.
Ulviab looked up and smiled at him. Kolanin smiled back but didn't have the strength to deal with the gentle man today. No, Herakin's dark gaze suited his mood much better. The other man dropped his legs and got up lazily. Today it was an affectation - whatever he had come to his office to discuss, it actually troubled him. When he left the building without a word, Kolanin simply followed.
They were most of the way to the central mine entrance before Herakin spoke. "Who exactly gave us the information about where to dig?"
"All the information came from private communication with Senator Ildariel, delivered by Voidwalker. Where he obtained the information is unknown."
"Uh huh. And do you think he's really interested in the mining profits?"
"His motivations seemed sincere to me."
Herakin grunted and didn't say anything else, just led them into the mine. Kolanin confirmed visually what his other senses had told him: the mine was empty. He would have been concerned that violence had broken out except for the fact that he saw no signs of it. Everything had been put away, as if the workers had finished for the day.
"So, what are we going to see, Feinan Herakin?" Excessively formal, but a necessary reminder. He'd never heard Herakin use formal titles properly and didn't expect it, but Kolanin was too tired to deal with any more mysteries.
"Basically, we broke into a room on the lowest level. Not a box filled with rubble, an intact chamber. There's not very much in it, but what's on the walls... that's what you'll want to see." When Kolanin just kept staring at him, Herakin rolled his eyes and continued. "There's writing I can't read, but also a series of pictures. Crazy mythological shit like the Dark Lord, humans and mansthein fighting, that sort of thing."
"I don't believe the Dark Lord is mythological."
"Huh, really? I didn't take you for a true believer."
Kolanin didn't answer at first, but they needed to travel down several floors, so eventually he spoke. "I don't believe in him, I believe that he exists."
"Why?" Herakin jerked his head to the side, indicating they should go down a different tunnel. "Don't tell me you've actually seen him."
"No, but... when I was younger, I spent some time fighting in Onel Chaentan."
"What the hell were you doing out there?"
"Following orders. It doesn't matter. This was just after Terza had ascended as the newest Zeitai and he was eager to use his new authority. There was also some sort of conflict between Seinan commanders and the Laenan forces about the best way to proceed. Since I wasn't in command I'm unsure of the details, but I think you understand that it doesn't really matter."
Herakin grunted in affirmation and gestured for them to go down another rope ladder.
"Events came to a head around how to deal with a particular human sect. Their warriors were fairly strong and all gathered in a fortress-like temple. Not attacking, but refusing to surrender. The new Zeitai and the top Laenan general joined forces and set up an operation to drive them out. It was going to be their grand statement of their superiority.
"While this was happening, a black tent appeared outside camp. Everyone told rumors about it, of course, half joking that it must be the Dark Lord coming to supervise. No one thought much about it, until one day both Zeitai Terza and the general went out to the tent."
That got Herakin's attention, eyes narrowing. "You saw that yourself, didn't just hear about it?"
"I was an aide to an officer at the time, so I saw it directly. I also saw them come back. The general was shaking and mumbling incoherently. The Zeitai didn't say a word and left with all his troops. Their plan to attack the sect was abandoned without another word." Kolanin hadn't thought about those memories in years, but the chill over the camp still felt fresh. "Now, I cannot tell you for certain that the Dark Lord was in that tent. But I don't have any explanation for who could have overruled a general and a Zeitai."
"Shit. If it was anyone else I'd say it was just a story, but... huh, maybe those rumors come from somewhere after all. But if he's real, why would the Dark Lord stick his neck out for some random humans?"
Kolanin smiled flatly. "The story isn't over. I wasn't keen on following rules at the time, so as we were leaving the area, I went to scout the temple. It was completely empty. No sign of a battle, no humans alive or dead. Everything was in place as if they had just been there, food still on the tables. I asked about it, then and years later, and never received any kind of answer."
Herakin was silent for a long time as they went lower, then shook his head. "Yeah, you're definitely going to want to see what's down there."
"I meant to ask earlier: do we know who built this structure?"
"Not a clue. The Chorhan Expanse has been barbarians as far back as we have history, but I'm guessing this place is a lot older than that. The writing doesn't look like anything to me. Really, you're just going to have to see it for yourself."
They continued in silence after that, as Kolanin accepted that his words might be true for ruins of this age. When they reached the lowest level, the tunnel broke through the side of a wall of black marble, worn by the ages but still intact. On the other side lay an open chamber.
Lifting his torch higher, Kolanin pushed his way into the room. It was a cube, the edges precisely straight aside from some rubble and damage. Decorative patterns covered the floor, while the ceiling had etchings of what appeared to be a clouded sky. But what drew his attention was the walls: what Herakin had called pictures were elaborately carved scenes, still mostly intact. Ornate square frames enclosed each scene, as if forming a sequence.
"Where does it start and which way does the story read?" Kolanin asked.
"Left to right, starting from the door. The story doesn't make a damn lick of sense reading the other way."
Kolanin nodded and turned to start from the other side instead. The first panel showed simple figures standing on what looked like a grassland, little different from the modern Expanse. Some farmed, some meditated, some sat in houses. Clearly a representation of normal life.
When he looked to the second panel, Kolanin realized that he had been wrong to think of the figures as mansthein. The second carving introduced more figures with horns - not the trait he would have used to represent mansthein, but he had a strong feeling that he understood. They attacked the humans, who mostly fled to the left aside from a few warriors.
His eyes wanted to move faster, but the third panel made him pause. Instead of the same view of stylized figures from above, it was an elaborate carving looking directly at a group of people. There were nine of them standing in a row, each slightly different and carrying a different weapon, though the stone had broken too much to see some of them. Representations of specific past individuals, most likely, but Kolanin didn't spend much time looking at them.
Behind the figures, drawn as if he was the size of a mountain, loomed the Dark Lord. It wasn't identical to the painting above the Senate chamber, but the shape of the face and the sharp horns were too similar to ignore.
Herakin walked up beside him and stared at it as well. "Reckon that's your friend?"
"More likely someone else with the same title."
"You sure about that? It'd help if we could read the writing, but I'm not sure this is history. If these people were fully into mystical bullshit, it might be prophecy."
Kolanin looked back at Herakin for a time, then shrugged. "It's possible." He continued onward, his steps coming heavier and yet driven to reach the end.
The next panel returned to the stylized view and a new figure appeared on the human side, drawn larger than all the others with a sort of halo of light over his head. A Hero. There was nothing else to indicate his status, but there was no doubt in Kolanin's mind.
Though the Hero first fought off the mansthein figures, in the panel after that he carried some sort of glowing circle. It could have been a sein technique, or a shield, or the sun for all he knew. The panel communicated little to him, but the next drew his eyes.
Kolanin began moving faster, walking around the chamber as the story continued. From there, the panels became easy to interpret. The Hero fought the warriors who had stood beneath the Dark Lord, defeating each of them. At times the glowing circle appeared again. Occasionally there were other humans drawn with him, but none had any identifying characteristics.
Eventually Kolanin paused at another carving looking directly at an army. It portrayed a vast group of humans, carved in more detail so that he could see all the variety of humans today. Near the front there was a group that stood out, larger than the others and given more detail. In front of them and largest of all stood the Hero, raising his sword over his head to command the army onward. His face was large and should have been close enough to see his expression, but the stone there had been completely broken away.
Frowning, Kolanin looked back over the previous panels. Areas had been damaged before, but none of them so extensively. It looked like the face might have been removed with a chisel. Though he considered that for a long time, there were no real answers, so he moved onward.
Only a few panels left. After a great battle, the Hero fought the Dark Lord and in the end stood victorious over his broken body. The final panel beside the door was another domestic scene, the human figures again returning to normal life. This one was carved in much greater detail, so it was easy to see the Hero standing in a landscape of large trees and overflowing fields. A happy ending to the story.
"Told you that you'd want to see it." Herakin spoke from his place, leaning back against the wall and covering up one of the great battles. "Don't have a clue what you want to do with it, but I figured you'd want to see."
"Yes. Thank you." Kolanin spoke absentmindedly, his eyes tracing over the story again. This was the Legend the humans spoke of, without a doubt. And if the ancient humans who had built this place had told the same stories... what did that mean?
"So, what do we do?"
Kolanin set aside larger questions and turned to Herakin. "Do you think there's any chance at all that we'll find meaningful amounts of voidlink materials?"
"Nope. What little we've found was just leftovers from whoever built this place. I don't know why we were sent here or who lied to who, but I gave up on that a while back. It's a job, anyway. Why do you think we're here?"
"It's impossible to know. We might have been sent here to uncover this. Perhaps the whole matter is simply busywork for us and this is irrelevant. But I was instructed to report if we found anything unusual."
Herakin grinned. "I don't know, does this count as unusual?"
As Kolanin turned back toward the entrance, he was surprised to see a human man crawling in. His long hair was unkempt and he was muttering wildly to himself - Kolanin recognized him as one of the men being treated for seinshock, though Iralin had made an offhand statement that his problem might be something else.
However he had gotten here, he needed to be sent back. His arms were covered in cuts, as if he had dragged himself all the way down. Kolanin bent to help him rise when the man suddenly stared at him, eyes impossibly wide.
"An old life or an old death! You have a choice to make, but if you choose peace..." The elderly man's eyes rolled back in his head and his words became muttering that Kolanin couldn't decipher. He would have collapsed if Kolanin didn't support him.
Meanwhile, Herakin approached and gave him a skeptical look. "That's the madman, huh? Why do you think he came all the way down here?"
"I don't know. He's been a danger to himself ever since the Hero-"
"The Hero!" The man surged upward, grabbing Kolanin's robes with surprising strength. "One is dead. Two is dead. Three is soon. So soon." He gave a mad giggle that chilled Kolanin's blood. Perhaps it was being so far underground, perhaps it was having just seen the ancient carvings, or perhaps he was simply exhausted, but he couldn't dismiss the man's words as meaningless.
"Do you know something about the Hero?"
In response there came a mumbling of Coran words that were difficult to understand, though Kolanin thought he heard the words "too much". He rose, pulling the man to his feet and shaking him.
"Tell me. What do you know?"
Though the elderly man seemed jarred, eyes moving wildly and failing to focus on him, he did speak more clearly. "The next is held back by others. Finds the first step. Then it all falls apart and there is blood and blood and blood... oh, Kuany! Where did you go? Where... why..."
The man's words dissolved into sobs that wracked his body. Though Kolanin tried, he couldn't get anything more out of him except weeping and incoherent fragments. After he had shaken him several times, Herakin put a hand on his shoulder.
"Kolanin... let the madman go. You're tired. Get some sleep and think about this again in the morning."
"You... you're right." Kolanin slowly lowered the man to sit against the wall. His body should have been light, yet it seemed to take all Kolanin's strength just to avoid dropping him. As he straightened, he rubbed his face roughly. "Get him back to the infirmary. We can talk about this more later."
Kolanin wasn't sure that they actually would, or that he wanted to ever discuss it again. But for now, he needed to say the words. He headed back out, away from the chamber.




Chapter 36

-
"Commander Kolanin,
Though your record is excellent and your operation is regarded as critical, key funding partners of this enterprise have expressed discontent about its operations. I have taken it upon myself to review relevant communications. You seem to hold an unusual degree of concern for human life - explain yourself."
- General Qualanen Anfenem
-
By mutual agreement, Slaten and Celivia no longer trained themselves to bloody exhaustion. With the army of Aryabaus's soldiers nearby, they couldn't ignore the risks. Instead they shifted to solidify what they had gained, working on sein flow and trying the same recoil with their power focused against it. The process would have been enjoyable, if not for the reason.
Since Slaten worked in the deep mines, things weren't as bad for him, but even he could feel the oppressive atmosphere. Every day brought new violence and injuries, a few of which had led to death. Eraes spoke darkly of the new soldiers' bloodlust, which Celivia confirmed. Laeri didn't seem very troubled, oddly, and Melal obviously hated them.
Ever since they had found the strange chamber, their work had shifted. He was back in the tunnels mining rocks and no one spoke of what they had found. So by the end of the day, Slaten felt tired but not exhausted. He returned his pickaxe to its place and headed to the surface.
"Slaten!" He turned to see Teren running toward him and immediately braced himself. There was fear in her eyes and she ran frantically, not eagerly. "Help me!"
A mansthein man charged after her, brandishing a scimitar. Even after everything he had heard, Slaten was shocked to see one of them running down a child. His body ignored the shock and simply moved.
The warrior realized he was coming too soon, swung wildly and missed. Slaten slammed his elbow into the man's neck, hard enough to take him to the ground. He was tough enough that his throat held, but his sword flew from his hands. When the mansthein tried to punch at his leg, Slaten kicked him in the head and knocked him unconscious.
The fight was over quickly, yet the trouble was just beginning. Slaten stared down at the body, knowing that this wouldn't go unpunished. A moment later Teren reached him, clinging to his legs and crying. He could see more warriors moving in no clear pattern, but bent down to try to comfort her.
"Teren, slow down. What happened?"
"M-Melal was saying things... they got all angry... I laughed and he chased me!" She began crying again, hiding her face in his pant leg.
More mansthein approached in the edges of his vision. None were too close to him, but Slaten worried about when they arrived. The scimitar would be better than nothing, currently lying on the ground next to a house some distance away. Though he could retrieve the sword he'd hidden with Celivia, he wasn't sure it was worth the risk of losing it. With Teren clinging to his leg, mobility would be limited. He might also draw more attention to them by running, so perhaps retreating with Teren would be for the best.
"Grab a weapon!" Melal ran toward him with a grin on his face. "I really pissed them off this time! Let's take out some of the bastards!"
Slaten felt like cursing at Melal but had no strength. He simply stood, staring out over Ith Ire as the soldiers began to rush into it. Many workers simply fled, but a few were trying to fight. Unless someone did something, this would be much bloodier than any previous conflict.
Why did his head hurt so much? The sunlight seemed to be stabbing directly into his skull, different than it had before. His eyes hurt when he looked at anything, yet the world seemed even brighter when he closed his eyes. Though Teren still clung to his leg, he could barely feel her hands. Was he falling unconscious? Slaten clung to the world around him, trying to will himself to move.
A soldier was coming directly at them now, moving slowly as he looked over everything. Slaten saw Eraes run out of the main office, a mansthein man with a bloody sword rushing after her. When he turned his head he saw Celivia, struggling to fight off three warriors who looked dangerous. The two women had been trying to reach him and work together, but it was too late and they wouldn't be able to unify. Teren's sobbing grew louder and louder...
And then it and everything else was gone.
Slaten stood in an abandoned city, surrounded by buildings far taller than any he had ever seen. Though they were broken and the white stone had weathered to gray, the beauty of the structures struck his heart with physical pain. He stared at them so intensely that it took him some time to realize that there was no horizon or sky: the city ended in a wall of golden flame in all directions.
At first he had thought there was no sound at all, but gradually he began to hear a low crackle of flame all around him. His other senses were empty, smelling nothing and barely feeling the ground beneath his feet. Most shocking, he didn't feel his own sein. When he tried to summon a flow of it, nothing responded.
Part of him knew that he should wonder what this place was and why he was here, yet he didn't think about those things and instead wandered. The golden flames seemed the same in all directions, so he simply chose one at random. Perhaps from the edge of the city he could see the whole picture.
When he moved, his body seemed to float, taking far too long for each step to return to the ground. The city passed in a surreal blur, the buildings rapidly dwindling to small and broken remnants. By the time he reached the edge, only the stone path beneath him remained.
That path simply ended, the final broken stones giving way to emptiness. Beyond it spread a dark void, then the wall of golden fire. Slaten stared at it in awe, drawing closer and yet afraid of the abyss. He felt as though he could stare at that beautiful flame forever...
Part of him wondered what lay beneath the stones. Slaten took his eyes from the flame and bent down carefully at the edge to look. He saw that he knelt on a layer only a few stones thick, but it grew thicker the further back he looked until it became an inverse mountain of white stone underneath the city. It looked proud and grand... but fragments of it broke away every moment, falling into the darkness. Slaten felt sick to his stomach and backed away from the edge.
"Slaten."
Though he heard a voice, it was far more than that. It seemed to ring throughout his mind, his soul vibrating along with the sound. He stood in a daze, turning to look.
A figure of pure light waited behind him, agonizingly bright, and yet he could look directly into its brilliance. It seemed strangely familiar until he realized that it was him, exactly his height and build. Except that this version of him stood straighter and carried a blade at his side.
"Not a version of you," the figure said. The light was so bright he couldn't see if the mouth moved, could barely see its head shift to meet his gaze. "I am you as you should be, before the world brought so much suffering. We must make things right."
It extended a hand, its aura of light flooding out and bathing him in warmth. Compared to it, the void beneath the stones felt even colder. The difference between the two was so stark that Slaten couldn't help but take a step forward with a smile.
A gentle, pure smile.
He stopped, staring into the light. "Are you the Hero?"
"No, you are. This is not power you are being given, but power that has always existed within yourself." The hand stayed out, inviting, yet Slaten didn't move. After a time, the figure spoke again. "This is a moment lost in time, but it will soon vanish. Then you will return and watch your friends die before you. Is that how your story should end?"
"I..." Slaten's head ached and he clutched at it, unintentionally taking a step back. His foot knocked fragments of stone off the edge and they began drifting down into the darkness.
"All of those who tried to become heroes before now were fools. Never thinking beyond a single objective, wasting their potential. You will do better. It has taken you a long time to reach this point, but you can become the Hero the Legend speaks of."
Slaten stared at the hand extended toward him. In that moment he felt confident that if he took it, he would gain power at a great cost. Part of him whispered that he could resist the effect, not become a smiling, white-eyed monster like the others. The rest of him knew that was untrue. He had seen the power change Efeinas and Rhilanor - it would change him just as inevitably.
He tried to imagine himself as a smiling monstrosity and shuddered. But on the heels of that thought came images of Teren and Celivia and Eraes being killed in front of him, dying for nothing in this senseless fight.
If facing something worse than death was the only way to save them, he would do it. He would save them and resist as long as he could. No doubt he would lose himself eventually, but at least the sacrifice would mean something.
Slaten looked at the figure grimly. "Alright. I'll be the Hero."
As soon as he spoke, the figure extended its arm, touching him over the heart with one finger... and then pushed him over the edge. Slaten grabbed for the side but missed, plunging below. His body floated downward, helplessly sinking toward the abyss as the city retreated from him.
"A true Hero would have accepted the role as soon as it was offered." The figure walked to the edge and stared down, watching him drift lower. "You will never be the Hero."
Despair flooded through him, but deeper than it came rage. Slaten started to open his mouth, to cry out something...
And then he was back in the real world, Teren on his leg, the soldiers still attacking. He knew that he should act, take up a weapon, do as much as he could even if it was futile. Yet his body felt heavy beyond belief, as if the entire mountain in his vision was bearing down on his shoulders.
The nearest soldier still rushed toward them, lifting his spear. Slaten watched him numbly.
At that moment, a figure blurred in from the side, striking the spear point to the ground and continuing on to kick the soldier in the chest. Even as he fell, the new arrival lunged in a different direction, short black hair flying, hurling a knife that sank into the eye of the soldier chasing Eraes and then sprinting toward Celivia's attackers.
Tani was back. Slaten took a deep breath and slumped to his knees.
~ ~ ~
The soldiers had trained in sein, but only to a limited degree. If they had turned on Tani and coordinated their efforts, she might have struggled. Coming at them from behind while they were distracted by Celivia, they didn't have a chance. Her sickle knife sliced through their leather armor easily and soon all of them lay on the ground.
Celivia gave her an appreciative nod that she returned, but Tani was already looking back. Eraes had moved to take shelter, good. Something was wrong with Slaten, who had dropped to his knees with an empty look in his eyes. Tani frowned and started to move toward him, then it struck her.
She felt something sublime surge around her, deeper than sein or any power she had ever felt before. There was a flash of light and gold fire, then she caught a glimpse of white stone.
Tani desperately grasped for her training, refusing to cede control of herself to anything else.
The stone and flame pushed past her and it would have been so easy to slide toward them, to fall into a seductive vision she could just barely see. Tani resisted, letting it all rush by. All the senses she'd built training with Jaer screamed with the effort.
And suddenly she stood in the real world again with no trace of the flame and stone. Tani felt as though she should be moving after all the sensations rushing around her, yet she stood still. It had all been in her mind. What the experience had been, she wasn't sure, but looking back on it, she shuddered. If that had been an attack, she was terrified to think of what it might have done to her.
Yet she still stood on a battlefield, there was no time for distractions. Tani drew another throwing knife while confirming that there were no enemy soldiers too close. Celivia gave her a strange look of concern, but Tani waved it off.
This wasn't over.
~ ~ ~
Melal had finally managed to get his hands on a decent sword, but he was bleeding from several injuries and his head ached from when a charging Deathspawn had knocked him down. He let out a cry, daring anyone to challenge him. Until the blood loss brought him down, he had the strength to keep fighting.
A Deathspawn wielding sword and shield moved at him and Melal struck him down. Or tried to - the shield moved and deflected his attack. Roaring in anger, Melal struck again, forcing the enemy to take a step back.
He attacked and attacked and attacked, felt a sword cut against his side but just ignored it, bashed against the shield until it finally dropped. The Deathspawn was staring at him stupidly and so Melal rammed his sword into his face.
When the body dropped Melal tried to kick at it, but wavered on his feet. His head was growing lighter now, it was difficult to concentrate...
Then he was surrounded by glory. Melal let out a gasp of pure awe as he stared up as the glorious white stone arching over his head. Everywhere he turned, majestic buildings towered over him. They seemed a little worn, but their beauty brought him to tears. If he reached out, he felt as though he could brush away the slight layer of dust, make them shine even brighter...
Instinctively he felt led to walk toward the center of the city. Instead of a sky, walls of magnificent golden fire arched upward. When he tried to look up, the light from them became so bright that he could see little more than a sky of gold so intense it became white. Melal smiled and looked back down, starting to run as he drew closer.
As soon as he reached the center, he found what he knew he would: a figure formed of pure, wondrous light. No, it was him. Him as he should be. Melal gave a laugh of pure joy and ran up to face his glowing counterpart.
"Melal." The face turned toward him and he could finally perceive its eyes, even more brilliantly white than the rest, boring into his. "Are you the Hero?"
"Yes!" He thrust his arm forward and the figure clasped his hand firmly. Warmth flooded into him and immediately everything became right with the world. His headache vanished, his wounds no longer mattered, everything that had seemed so difficult was now so simple.
He saw the brilliant face smile, and knew that he had smiled at the same moment. It reached forward and touched his heart, filling him with everything that he should be. He knew without a doubt that every event before that moment had been nothing but prologue, that the Legend of the Hero started that day.
And then there was only light.
~ ~ ~
When the sunlight changed, Tani felt it. One moment it had been only the sun, bright and warm but nothing unusual. The next moment it suffused the world with something greater, becoming a symbol of hope and courage.
And she felt it. Felt it as surely as she had felt the moments slipping away during her training. Tani had to stop for a moment, refocusing herself. Where Jaer's attacks on her had made her mind unfocus, this one brought with it an intense concentration. But the principle was the same, she just needed to keep hold of herself...
Finally her mind reordered itself. She took a deep breath and smiled as she looked out on the world. There was no haze in her mind, no confusion. Though she could feel that there was a Hero nearby, that fact filled her with no joy or inspiration. It was simply a fact she understood. Though she had many things she wanted to analyze now that she could think clearly, there wasn't time for that.
As she looked around her, she realized that it wasn't difficult to maintain her concentration. The rush that she had felt earlier, already slipping from her mind, had been overwhelming. This was more of a steady presence, like the warmth of a campfire. Constant, but easy to ignore.
Fortunately, their position remained strong. Eraes had helped to organize nearby civilians and herd them into one of the buildings with few windows, where they would be relatively safe. The enemy soldiers seemed to be mostly under control now, called back by their commanders. Slaten had snapped out of it and helped fight a little, though his eyes remained haunted. Celivia had been helpful - oh, she was currently fighting several mansthein soldiers rampaging on the edge of the central grounds.
Tani rushed to assist her, easily taking out one of the soldiers whose back was turned. The next realized too quickly, backing away and holding her off with a slash. She drew another knife, but before she could throw he rushed at her, sword flashing out. It took all that she had to deflect his blows with her sickle knife, giving ground with every step.
Then Celivia's whip flashed out, lashing around his arm with the blades digging deep. When Celivia pulled on it they bit deeper and the mansthein let out a groan and staggered. While he was off balance, Tani easily swept in and slashed her sickle knife across his throat.
She couldn't see any more soldiers nearby, so Tani retreated. She saw that while Celivia looked focused in combat, her control wasn't perfect. The other woman leaned against the wall of the building, holding her head and gritting her teeth in a vicious snarl. When she saw Tani approach, she regained control.
"Tani... you don't seem to be swept up in it."
"That's right. It's difficult to explain, but yes." Tani winced and rubbed her wrist. "The training that required meant taking time away from other skills, though. I can't get overconfident."
"Stay close to Slaten and me. We may not be thinking as clearly, but we have the strength to support you." Celivia's gaze flickered back. "Presuming that Slaten is okay."
When Tani looked, she saw that he was biting into his arm hard enough to draw blood. She hastened to him, gently pulling his arm from between his teeth. For a moment his eyes stared at her with a wild emotion beyond names, then he seemed to calm. With a slightly ashamed look, he wiped off his arm and pulled down his sleeve.
"It's... so hard to concentrate..."
"I know, Slaten, I know. But it will be okay. Stick close to us and we'll handle it together." Tani wanted to say more, but saw his eyes shift to look behind her.
"He's coming..."
She turned to look and saw him. It was Melal, though he had transformed. Tani felt a surge of emotions and let it pass through without influencing her. Melal had gained the power of the Hero, but he was not the Hero. He was just Melal, regardless of how much the sunlight seemed to clothe him.
Besides, the smile on his face was only partially gentle - part of it was familiar smugness. When a mansthein soldier tried to attack him from behind, he whirled in an exaggerated movement, his sword decapitating the man in one blow. As the head and body fell to the ground, Melal spat at them.
"Hah! That's what you get, Deathspawn scum!"
Tani let out a deep sigh. Just as she'd feared, it hadn't ended. Judging from the looks she saw in Slaten and Celivia's eyes, this wasn't the first time. The light around Melal might not affect her, but it would still affect everything else. As far as she had come, she was still far from finding a solution.
But a step closer. Tani focused herself again as the Hero approached.
~ ~ ~
As they waited, Slaten tried to stay close to Tani. His body still floated in a haze and it was difficult to concentrate, yet he could tell that the world was different for her. Truths he struggled to speak of plainly, she could address. When he spoke to her, it became a little easier for him to focus as well.
None of that helped the fact that Melal had become the next Hero. He raised his sword and a fist to the sky, crying out a challenge for more enemies to come fight him. Though he hadn't started shouting about being the Hero yet, it was only a matter of time. If that happened, then there would be nothing that would prevent his death.
"We need to talk to him." Tani glanced at Slaten and Celivia, then moved forward. Slaten followed, struggling to adopt a ready position, focusing solely on his stance and the blade he carried.
As they approached, Melal turned and flashed them a bright smile. Far brighter than before, but still the cocky smile they'd expect from Melal. "Have you come to join me? Today's the day we take the fight to the enemy and kick their Deathspawn asses!"
"Melal, please. Calm down." When Tani said his name, Melal twitched and scowled at her.
"I'm not... do you not know who I am? I'm the Hero! Speak with respect!"
"You may be the Hero now, Melal, but do you remember what happened before?" Tani returned her knives to their places and approached him with her arms open. "The past Heroes died, Melal. They couldn't overcome everything. Unless you stop shouting, you'll d-"
Melal roared and lunged forward, his sword swinging in a glimmering arc. Slaten intercepted it, his body finally shedding some of the heaviness. Instead of trying to sweep aside his sword or strike again, Melal merely pushed forward with more strength, glaring at Slaten as if trying to throw him aside. He was monstrously strong, but Slaten drew in all the sein he had and held him back.
"Focus, Melal!" Tani raised her voice and Melal's eyes shifted toward her. They were very light blue, but not white. "Whatever you want to do, you won't accomplish it by fighting an entire army, not now."
"I'm the Hero!"
"Even heroes don't win wars in a day. Don't you need time to prepare? Or... uh, train in your heroism? Or focus on the Legend?"
"There is no room for doubt." But even as he spoke, Melal pulled back, no longer forcing his strength against Slaten's. Though he stayed on guard, Slaten drew back, letting his burning muscles rest. He saw that Celivia was watching with narrow eyes, hands on her weapons.
After a long pause, Melal took a wavering step backward. Only then did Slaten realize how many wounds covered his body. Before, he had ignored them entirely, but now Melal seemed weak, more like a mortal man than a Hero. He shook his head, eyes uncertain, then dropped his sword and fell back into a sitting position on the ground.
"I... I need to think. Don't... don't let the enemy win..." His words faded and became much softer, eyes no longer focused on anything. Slaten remained wary, afraid Melal would spring up again, but it seemed that he had truly calmed down.
Tani breathed a sigh of relief and turned to them with a broad smile. As confident as she had sounded, he could see now how much tension she had been holding. Given what they'd seen past Heroes do, it had certainly been a risk. He wasn't sure if this was progress, but it was better than the overwhelming light that had swept over them every previous time.
His head felt clearer now, and the light around them felt natural. Thick clouds hid the sun, and though it shone brightly enough that there was little shade, it remained hidden. When he scanned the environment, he didn't see any more fights taking place. Most of the new soldiers had retreated and the wounded were already being treated.
The three of them slumped into seated positions as well. Slaten wanted to thank Tani for saving their lives, but still needed time to recover from the ordeal.
Before they were able to regain their breath, Slaten saw Kolanin approaching them. Though he looked exhausted, when he saw Tani his expression opened in a surprised smile.
"Tani! I am glad to see you still live."
"Kolanin. It's been a long time... sorry if I don't get up."
"I understand completely." His face became more serious a moment later and he looked over the three of them. "But I'm afraid I must insist that all of you surrender your weapons. Aryabaus's soldiers are saying that this incident proves humans are too violent to be trusted. We can't give them any room to do something like this again."
Slaten dropped his weapon - it was a familiar ritual by now. Melal didn't even seem to hear what was happening. The only one who hesitated was Tani, but after carefully removing her blades, she wrapped them into a dark red cloth and handed them to Kolanin.
"Please take care of these."
"I will." He took the bundle and sighed. "I hope the day comes when I can return them to you. But it seems we cannot stop violence even without a Hero."
With that, he turned away to continue his work. So it was over for now. Though Slaten hadn't fought hard enough to stretch his limits, he was exhausted on every level but physical. At least there was no force threatening to sweep his mind away.
Melal sat not far from them, eyes still downcast. The Hero was completely silent.




Chapter 37

-
"I will be direct with you, General: I do not believe open conflict in Breilin is in our best interests. The human groups here would be willing to negotiate surrender, particularly if we take a less aggressive approach and reduce our occupying presence. The region could be conquered entirely by peaceful means.
"Even if this rationale does not appeal to you, consider that the nature of the Chorhan Expanse renders it difficult to effectively occupy. Native humans will continue to strike opportunistically unless we adopt a more effective approach."
- Commander Kolanin, head of operations at Ith Ire
-
Though Tani would have preferred not to give up her new weapons, after a day passed without incident, she grew accustomed to it. The work camp of Ith Ire was not as safe as Bundlin, which itself wasn't completely safe. However, it was clear that the biggest threat was the Hero, even if Melal was just sulking and avoiding work for now.
She'd been assigned to work with the others in the mines and the first day had gone well. Her muscles weren't used to the exercise, so she was a bit sore, but it was nothing that a night of circulating her sein wouldn't cure. More importantly, they'd all finished their duties for the day. They'd agreed to meet together to discuss everything as soon as work finished.
When she arrived in the empty part of the prisons they'd shown her, she found others already present. Slaten and Celivia spoke in low voices while Eraes examined a map of the region. Tani paused to watch the group before joining them. She felt that it might be better to have a mansthein with them, and would have especially valued Kolanin's insights.
Since that wasn't possible, she just headed down the stairs. The others glanced at her and Celivia scooted a chair over for her to sit in. Since her arrival had interrupted the previous conversations, Tani started by addressing Slaten. "Any changes with Melal?"
"I'm not sure," he said, "but it doesn't seem so. Someone bothered him when he stopped working and he didn't shout about slaying the Deathspawn."
"That's better than we'd guessed." Tani met everyone's eyes, one by one. "So, what do we actually do about this?"
"Kill him." Eraes answered immediately and Tani blinked in surprise. "That isn't a joke. Melal may not be the worst person to have that much power, but I don't like it. Letting him keep it is asking for trouble."
Tani took a deep breath and kept her expression pleasant. She hadn't anticipated any conflict so soon. "You should know even better than me that another Hero is just going to appear. What if the next one is a man like Efeinas, or even worse? I don't want to take that gamble."
"I would, but I respect your point."
After an awkward pause, Slaten spoke up. "Every Hero so far has begun with violence. Those who became established might have continued killing people, but they weren't violent all the time. Would a consistent Hero be worse than a new one appearing several times each year and causing more chaos?"
"It's a fair question, but I think it could." Eraes folded her arms and leaned back in her chair. "We've seen deaths here, yes, but nothing like what happened to Bundlin. Melal may be calm now, but do you think he won't get worse over time?"
"I... yes, he will probably get worse."
That was a fair point Tani hadn't considered. Given how little they knew about how this actually worked, it was difficult to compare. She had to wonder if there was some way to prevent new Heroes from appearing and yet saw no way to explore that question.
"Let's try a different question." Celivia broke the silence, her eyes sliding over everyone. "Do you think the Hero could be manipulated? None of them have been exactly subtle."
"That's a good thought." Tani smiled as she considered the possibilities. "Melal was willing to listen to us, after all. Maybe if we stick with him, we can keep him from killing anyone."
As soon as she spoke, she could see that the others didn't agree. Since they had been enduring worse conditions than her, Tani accepted that they might be correct. She still thought the idea was worth considering.
"I know he makes it difficult to think," Tani said, "but it's not impossible to overcome the effect. I have, and I could train you as well. If there are enough of us, we can keep thinking rationally about this."
Eraes shook her head. "That might work for you, but based on what you've already told me, I don't think I could master it. Completely untrained civilians, even less so. And that aside, what are we going to do, train the entire world? Train Deathspawn? The Hero changes too much. Death is the only thing that's stuck for even a little while."
She left them with that grim thought. While Tani was marshaling counterarguments, Celivia spoke again.
"Say that hypothetically it's possible to manipulate him. What would you actually do with that?"
Tani wanted to answer that she'd try to teach Melal a more nuanced view, but it sounded naive even in her head. This was nothing so simple. Besides, if she managed to convince Melal and he tried to make peace between humans and mansthein, she'd be afraid that his presence would start forcing everyone into that peace. In a way, that could be just as terrible as the violence.
"Do any of you know the khanhorn?" Eraes asked. Only Celivia nodded, so Eraes waved a hand. "It's a bad example, then. What you need to know is that it's a large creature with a great deal of brute force. They can't be fully tamed, but they can still be used in combat. You just have to direct them to charge at the right target."
Tani felt another smile coming on. "And you're suggesting the Hero can be handled the same way?"
"It's at least theoretically possible. Think about it: none of the Heroes have been very discriminating in their targets. So we could keep them away from people like Kolanin and let them attack Deathspawn who are doing more harm. I doubt that a Hero could make the situation in Teralanth any worse."
"I can't agree." That was remarkably close to a direct refusal for Slaten, so everyone turned to look at him. "I don't think we've seen the worst yet. The best thing we can do is keep the Hero far away from as many people as possible. The Chorhan Expanse might be the best place."
Eraes folded her arms and frowned. "That might be best considering the Hero alone, but the Deathspawn are still invading. By manipulating the Hero, we might be able to kill warmongers like Aryabaus and end the invasion. I think that's worth the risk, unless you plan to just ignore the Deathspawn invasion."
"I'm not sure I understand the invasion enough to stop it. But I think we might be able to have an impact on the Hero."
Their conversation continued from there, twisting through a maze they couldn't fully see. Though they didn't reach any grand conclusions, Tani felt that just discussing the problem helped her think more clearly. This wasn't a natural law or an inevitability: it was something like the animal Eraes had described, powerful but manageable. They just needed to find the right approach.
Many of the questions stuck in her mind after the meeting, however. Could they really stop the invasion if they killed Aryabaus? Though it seemed likely that he was the one responsible for pushing the Deathspawn armies against the Rhen, there was more to the conflict than that, and Kolanin was the exception.
She might prefer a world without a Hero, but since one existed, what would be best? Melal seemed to listen to her, so what should she tell him? Eventually their conversation turned to lighter subjects and Tani enjoyed the rest of the evening.
As soon as she was back in bed trying to fall asleep, all the questions returned. Even doing her best to meditate, she wasn't sure how much sleep she got that night.
She woke bright and early the next morning, only a little tired. When she emerged she found that only a few workers had begun their jobs. According to the others, they never received any food until noon, so Tani set aside her hunger and looked around to see what else she could do.
Slaten sat beside a fire, so Tani moved to sit beside him. She hesitated as she saw he was holding his hand within the flame. That alone might be harmful, but his sein...
Tani reached out and grabbed his wrist, pulling his hand out of the fire. "What are you doing?"
"Training." He pulled his hand back and looked at her curiously. "It's a Rhen technique called the Scorched Palm. Do you know of it?"
"I suspected as much." Tani shook her head and scowled. "Was there someone from the Kelfaa here?"
"Yes. He's dead now."
That took the edge off her anger, so instead she just focused on Slaten and tried to convince him. "The Kelfaa are strong, but I wouldn't use them as an example to follow. The Scorched Palm... it deadens pain, but it also deadens your other senses. Over time, the disadvantages will start to outweigh the advantages. It's a dead end when it comes to training."
"Perhaps. But I have a hard time believing an entire group of people would use something in warfare if it was really a mistake."
"I didn't say it has no advantages. After five years, someone using the Scorched Palm would actually be stronger than someone who did not. But after ten years, those advantages wouldn't seem so significant and the disadvantages would be obvious. And every year after that, the difference between them would increase. Don't stunt your growth, Slaten."
"Hmm." He examined his hand as he flexed the burned skin. "I admit that I've noticed my sein doesn't flow quite as easily. Can the damage be undone?"
"You haven't even been using it a full year, right? Then I think you can slowly repair the damage. There's another art called the Supple Reed Fist..." Tani explained the basics and as usual Slaten picked them up quickly. She didn't know any truly advanced techniques from the Supple Reed Fist and felt there was no dishonor in teaching him something so simple, especially since it mostly just canceled out the damage done by the Scorched Palm.
"Show me that again." The new voice made Tani jump. She turned and was surprised to see Melal - it hadn't sounded much like him. He sat down on the other side of her, frowning. "I can't afford stunted growth. Show me the technique."
"Have you been using the same art?" Even as Tani asked it, she winced. Melal's arm had deep visible burns and the sein within was even worse. Burnt mint assaulted her nostrils and she had to struggle not to gag. "I don't know how much it will help, but I can show you again."
Tani demonstrated again, going slow since this sort of skill wasn't Melal's forte. But to her surprise, after seeing it once, Melal repeated it. Something about his sein... she desperately wished she could sense it more deeply so that she could see the exact difference.
Melal repeated the exercise, powerful sein surging through his arm. Before her eyes, his scorched sein repaired itself, flowing naturally again. The burn marks on his arm even seemed to fade somewhat, as if they were recovering burns instead of permanent scars. And on top of that, when he made a fist, it still felt like he had the strength of the Scorched Palm, just without the disadvantages.
"Thanks, Tani!" Melal grinned brilliantly at her and they both stared. "By the way, I've been thinking about what you said, and you're right. You can't rush the Legend. Everything will happen in its proper time. Until then, all we can do is prepare."
With that, he rose to his feet and wandered off. Tani still wasn't sure what to think and saw that Slaten wore a sullen expression. She gave him a nervous smile. "Well, he is the Hero."
"We haven't seen everything yet." He didn't return her smile and stared down into the fire. "I hope this isn't a mistake."
With the morning so crisp and cool around her, Tani didn't have the spirit to argue with Slaten. For one, he did have a point. Every Hero they had met had been slightly different, and Melal was proving more different yet. She saw that as a cause for hope, but knew that Slaten would always balance out her mood.
After spending a little more time with him, Tani moved on. Though the time for work hadn't yet begun, she headed into the mine anyway. Perhaps a little time practicing with the pickaxe might prepare her so that she wouldn't be so sore the next day. Nothing would make the handles less filled with splinters, but her form could still be improved.
Entering the tunnels left her claustrophobic, but the isolation let her think. The others had explained the rough layout and mentioned the unusual objects found on the lowest levels. For now, she just wanted to practice. Tani idly thought about the Legend while she searched for a pickaxe. None of the stories had said anything about the Hero being able to perform unnatural feats, but they did emphasize how special he was, so she supposed that she shouldn't be surprised. Unless his sein-
"You're new. It's not often that someone volunteers to join a prison." The voice made her stiffen. Tani turned quickly and saw a mansthein man approaching her. His name was Safakiv - she'd been warned about him, and the way he was looking at her suggested those warnings had been necessary.
Glancing to the sides, Tani realized that she'd walked into a dead end. Stupid of her to get distracted by the Legend and forget about such things. Life in the camp had been relatively easy so far, so she'd been lulled into a sense of security.
"Are you a spy, perhaps?" Safakiv walked closer, chuckling. "Spies should be punished."
"I'm not a spy. I was pulled in here by the soldiers' little battle." Tani started to move past him, but he moved to block her way, trying to pin her against the wall. She had to back up, still trapped in the dead end. Safakiv grinned lasciviously.
"I won't play games with you, then. You'll find life in camp isn't so pleasant. But if you give me what I want, you can make things much more comfortable for yourself."
"I refuse." Tani moved forward, ducking underneath his arm and stalking away.
Force collided with the back of her head and she hit the ground painfully, vision flashing white. Had he struck her from behind? She had been pushing herself so hard for so long, she hadn't even sensed the attack. Tani rolled onto her back, hand reaching for a knife at her side... and found nothing there.
Safakiv was on top of her the next moment. When she opened her mouth to yell he jammed his hand into it. She bit down immediately, but his skin was tough enough that he only grunted in pain. His other hand shoved down between her legs, clawing at her, and Tani froze.
The disgust rolled through her and her entire body shook with revulsion. For a second she couldn't think, couldn't believe that it had really happened. Safakiv gave a chuckle and she was overcome with disgust, bucking underneath him and trying to escape his hand. Yet she was exhausted, unarmed, her mind recoiling from what was happening, he couldn't...
Then he collapsed with a choked gasp, his weight falling onto her.
Though feeling his body on top of hers sent a new wave of loathing through her, Tani couldn't help but look past him. Celivia knelt there with a knife in her hand and a strange expression on her face. Almost like disbelief, giving way to a terrible emptiness.
Safakiv tried to shout, producing a hideous sound as blood welled up in his throat. He pushed off of her, trying to strike at Celivia, and she slashed through his thigh.
She had missed the main muscle. Tani clung to that fact, fleeing from thinking about what had been done to thinking about strategy. The injury would hurt, but a trained warrior could still move after a cut like that. Though she wasn't armed, she flung herself upward, intending to help end the fight.
To kill him.
Before she arrived, Safakiv made another broad swing. Celivia ducked under it and made a long, shallow cut from his other thigh across his chest. Seeing that strike, Tani's motivation faltered and she began to grow numb again.
Celivia had not been trying to disable Safakiv. As Tani watched, Celivia dropped him to the ground with a sweeping leg. Once he was down, she rammed her knife into the bottom of his boot, driving it up into his foot. Her goal was only to cause pain. When Safakiv tried to push himself up, Celivia stabbed down into his hand, severing several of his fingers.
As the cruel strikes continued, Tani had to turn away. Moments ago, she would have thought she wanted to see this. Could even have felt it was justice for the terrible revulsion that still seethed inside her. Yet seeing Celivia methodically causing as much pain as possible with an utterly blank expression... that wasn't what she needed.
What did she need, other than for it to have never happened? Tani groaned and wrapped her arms around herself, trying not to think. The touch had been so brief, yet his fingers... and the fact that she had come so far, only for him to treat her like that... her control of her thoughts fell into a tumble. She needed someone outside herself, she wanted to embrace Celivia and cry, but...
"Celivia... I..."
The other woman was stabbing down into the Deathspawn's back, careful not to puncture his remaining lung. She cast an inhumanly cold glance toward Tani. "You may need to talk to someone. I cannot be that someone."
Shivering, Tani moved away. It was still early morning and the world was perversely peaceful outside. She felt as though everything should have changed, yet the morning was tranquil. Tani tasted vomit in the back of her throat. She couldn't continue like this - she needed something to purge the thoughts fouling her mind.
The first person she stumbled across was Slaten, apparently practicing sword movements without a sword. It didn't matter. Tani stepped up to him, interrupting his exercises.
"Hit me."
He stared at her. "What?"
Tani punched him in the face, hard. It stung her hand and she concentrated on that pain. Slaten rocked back, staring at her.
Then he hit back. Not using his full strength, but hard enough that she tasted blood in her mouth. The thick taste combined with the shock of the blow... it wasn't pleasant, but it was better than thinking about... Tani lunged forward and struck him again.
They traded blows, not even attempting to defend themselves. She struck him as hard as she wished she had struck Safakiv. When Slaten's fist hit her stomach, at least the pain was better than the disgust that had welled up from within her.
Slowly their strikes grew less wild and vicious. Tani began concentrating her sein to defend against the blows and saw him do the same. Their trading blows became more formal, almost like it was training. It felt right. This was using her body as a warrior, violence without any sense of violation. The familiar patterns let her block out everything else, at least for a little while.
When they finally dropped to the ground, exhausted and aching, Tani was breathing too hard to think. It was more than the physical exertion, she had thrown herself into the blows like she had done very few things in her life. She let her arms fall to her sides and stared upward. Slaten wasn't visible, but she could hear him not far way.
"I don't understand," he said.
"You don't need to. This was enough."
She didn't have it in her to say anything else, and Slaten was mercifully silent. Tani felt simply empty. As if she had beaten away everything that she could possibly feel. Later, she would use all of the mental techniques she had learned to work through this, to try to face it more rationally. Though she still hesitated to think of it, she no longer felt like it stained her entire mind.
As she lay there, staring at the clouds, one emotion slowly emerged. Disappointment with herself. She had actually thought that if they could handle the Legend, then everything would be better. Though she was no longer blinded by the Hero's light, she had still let herself lose sight of the fact that the world was an ugly place.
It could be a beautiful one as well, part of her knew. That part was very small and quiet.




Chapter 38

-
"Concerned parties: after reviewing the relevant information, I have revoked extended military permissions for Commander Kolanin. Continue to give him everything required by the Zeitai, but otherwise there is no need to indulge him. It's foolish to attempt negotiations with humans while they still tell stories of slaughtering all of us."
- General Qualanen Anfenem
-
After some travel that was as boring as shit and some fighting that was more boring than shit, Veron started to wish she had some things in her life that weren't best compared to shit. The endless grasslands had never bothered her, but they were infuriating when she was just wasting time until the resistance decided it could trust her.
Not that they could actually trust her, which made it especially pointless.
If Graenin had stayed with them, things might have been different, but he had needed to run off on some other assignment. Veron had been interested in getting him drunk and seeing where things went. Hell, she was bored enough she was seriously considering fucking Hanfel. It might be worth it, if only to see Narenel blush scarlet about it.
Dammit, she missed all the kids. They were usually good for teasing, at least. And though Narenel was older and stronger than them, she much preferred the old kids, even a dead-eyed bastard like Slaten.
That was why she'd led the resistance this way, of course. It was hard to say if it would actually work, but if it did, maybe she could kill two men with one stone. At least if she didn't die of boredom first. Veron reached for her flask, toying with it while considering how much she had left. So tempting...
"This wasn't the plan, but she's here."
"Eh?" Veron looked up at Hanfel, who seemed uncharacteristically serious. "Your leader?"
Hanfel nodded. "If Destrela hates you for some reason, everything is off. No joining, none of the other plans. So try not to be yourself for once, Veron."
"It'd be pretty fucking stupid of her to call everything off. Given how much I know about how you operate, I could make your lives really unpleasant."
"Could you now?" The voice came from behind Veron. Her natural instinct was to whirl around and swear violently. Her combat instinct was to jump away and draw her sword. But you didn't show up behind someone and make snarky comments if you wanted to kill them, not if you were smart. So Veron just turned around and gave the speaker a lazy grin.
"Sure could."
Destrela sat on a small rock behind her, playing with two daggers. After how much the others had talked about her, she didn't seem like anything too special. Normal woman about Veron's age in plenty of leather armor. Dark brown hair cut pretty short. Looked like she knew what to do with those knives, but there was something shifty about her. Put Veron a little on edge, though she didn't show it.
"You've been doing some decent work." Destrela stood up, flipping her daggers around unnecessarily before returning them to the sheaths at her side. "I don't trust you, but maybe the resistance can afford to."
"I just want the Deathspawn out. If you want me to make a bunch of speeches about how much some kingdom means to me, then I'm not the woman you want. But if you want someone who can kill people and not act like an idiot, maybe we should talk."
That got a slight smile from Destrela - arrogant bitch. "You're exactly what I expected. We can't afford to turn down someone of your strength. We need sein muscle if we want to start taking back Coran cities, much less take out Aryabaus."
"Really?" Veron folded her arms and eyed the other woman, deciding that she could afford to push back since things had gone well so far. "Seems to me that you need an army."
"Not necessarily. The thing about Aryabaus is that he's incredibly confident in himself, so he likes to throw his forces into as many conflicts as possible. It's worked out well for him so far, but it leaves him open." Destrela's gaze shifted to the side - hiding something? Or just one of those people who constantly acted suspicious? "But at minimum, he always has some troops and Catai nearby. That's why we need a strong group that can hit fast."
"Got it. So I take it you're not going to try to stab me in the back now? Because if so, you just wasted a lot of time explaining your plans that you could have spent on stabbing."
"No, you're in. The question now is how much you have to offer us."
Veron watched Destrela as she walked a short distance away, looking to the east. After delaying long enough not to seem like a toady, she followed. "You mean...?"
"If you're right and this Ith Ire really isn't very well defended, then it might be a good target. At the least, it will send Aryabaus running in another direction. Any army that can't attack East Corah is a win in my book."
"Heard rumors there was another force joining there, but it should still be a soft target."
"I'm more concerned about what we have to gain." Destrela shifted to look at her. "Think we'd have the time to strip the place? How much coin do you think they keep on hand? Food or weapons?"
"Hard to say about coin or weapons, but they must have enough to feed everybody. I thought you liked to travel light, though. What are you going to do about the civilians?"
"Send them off and let the Deathspawn feed them. They want to act all human and kind, make them pay for it. If all goes well, we'll increase our supplies and decrease theirs in one stroke."
"And if they decide it's easier to just kill everyone?"
Destrela shrugged. "It's a calculated risk. We should consider taking some of them, though. We need more workers to do menial tasks back at headquarters."
It was Veron's turn to shrug. "Don't know anything about that. The only ones I can vouch for are the young warriors I mentioned. They've got a lot of potential, and I don't mean as fodder."
"Good. We haven't had much luck recruiting an army, so we may need to raise one ourselves. Now, let's plan this raid."
And like that, it was done. Veron hoped that things were about to get a lot less boring.
~ ~ ~
"Come on, come on! You want me to do this alone, Slaten?" Melal's voice rang out ahead of him in the tunnels, but his mind barely registered it.
Right now, Slaten wasn't doing much thinking. He had heard about what happened from Celivia. There was nothing he could really do. He was worthless at providing any sort of comfort, even in situations he felt he understood better than this one. Where others seemed to feel anger or disgust, he simply felt useless. Nothing he could think about the subject would do any good.
It was easier to focus on practical questions. Celivia had disposed of the body deep within the mine, so while Safakiv's disappearance might be suspicious, there would be no immediate link. They had stolen several knives for Tani that she now carried with her. Those were ways he could help, but now that they were complete, he had nothing left to plan.
"I'll leave you behind if you don't hurry! I can just kill everyone in the way!"
Slaten refocused and headed after Melal. He really might fulfill that threat, and Slaten was concerned that if he started killing, he would begin acting more like the Hero. Keeping him calm had worked for a short while, which was the closest they'd come to a solution.
By the time they reached the lower tunnel, Slaten had pulled ahead of Melal. The Coran man was humming to himself, eyes fixated on something that no one else could see. Ever since that morning, he had been acting strangely, insisting that he needed to go to the mines. Because the others were preoccupied, it fell to Slaten to keep track of him.
Above the shaft where they had once gone down to work, a locked grate and two guards now barred the way. They looked utterly bored, but roused themselves when they saw two humans approaching. Melal started to say something, so Slaten pushed past him and spoke first.
"Excuse us, but Seinan Kolanin wants us to retrieve something for him." He used his best Futhik, carefully checking the word forms beforehand. It seemed to surprise them a little, though they still glanced at each other skeptically.
"What does he want you to get?"
"A charcoal rubbing of some of the text. Herakin wants to study it above ground instead of having to pass through you repeatedly." He was fairly sure that he'd bungled plenty of those words, but they were probably used to humans mangling Futhik. They grunted at his mention of Herakin, yet didn't move. Slaten nodded and fished a paper out of his robes. "Kolanin gave us this..."
He handed it over, trying not to look nervous. That was the biggest risk, since the paper was a rough forgery Eraes had given him. But there was a decent chance that the guards were illiterate, though there was no way to tell as they peered at the lettering in the low light.
Eventually one of them shoved the paper back. "Just don't take too long."
With that, the grate was unlocked and they were allowed through. Melal managed to contain himself to just grinning from ear to ear until they got down to the lower level. Then he struck Slaten violently on the back and laughed softly.
"Well, learning to speak the Deathspawn tongue came in handy after all! I'd just as soon have killed them, but it might be better not to get noticed for this."
"What exactly are we doing down here?"
"I told you, I just have a good feeling. This is where I need to be." With that, Melal set off down the corridor at a fast pace, forcing Slaten to scramble after him.
It seemed like they were heading toward the room that they had opened up earlier. Slaten had been there at the time but not been allowed inside, so he was somewhat curious about what it might contain. Yet when they got near the entrance, Melal blocked him with one arm.
"This is not for you. Stay here."
Deciding it was better not to argue, Slaten stayed by the entrance as Melal entered. He did lift his lantern as high as possible, angling it so he could see inside. Carvings covered all the walls, displaying some kind of narrative. Unfamiliar text ran along the top and bottom, but the pictures themselves seemed like they might tell a clear enough story. Whatever ancient civilization had built this room, they had left behind their wisdom here.
Melal ran to the center, barely glanced around him, then began stomping on the floor. Each stomp came a little harder, the lamplight seeming to cling to him and his eyes glowing. The tiles on the floor began to shatter, flying in all directions, which only drove Melal to a greater frenzy.
Eventually he dropped down onto his knees, hurling fragments of stone away as he dug down to the center. He threw handfuls of stone away from him, shattering against the walls and breaking the carvings there. Melal's pace increased with each movement until, all at once, he went still.
Slaten edged inside, glancing at the damaged room before looking to Melal. There was something in the rubble beneath him... Melal reached down, lifting it almost reverentially. It seemed as though it was a box, made from marble that looked pure white even in the light of the lanterns. A lock of some sort bound it, yet Melal's fingers moved confidently over the patterns and it opened.
"What is-"
"Silence." Melal's voice echoed through the chamber and Slaten shrank back. All he could do was watch as Melal reached into the box and lifted something out.
A crystal disc, smaller than Melal's palm. Though the lantern cast flickering yellow light on it, the light that reflected from it was steady and pure white. The disc almost seemed to glow with its own energy, but Slaten was too enraptured by it to check. When Melal lifted it over his head, the world grew still.
Then Melal pulled the disc down to his chest and light exploded from him. Slaten threw himself back, blinded and overwhelmed. He had managed to throw himself out of the room, yet the light burst from it so intensely that the entire corridor was lit as bright as noon.
The mental skills he had barely begun to learn from Tani shredded themselves. As Slaten stared at the brilliant light, he found himself taking shelter not in reason or in his individuality, but in a depthless despair welling up from deep within him.
When he could see again, he saw that Melal stood in the room. His eyes glowed an intensely piercing white and he carried an authority that had been absent even a moment ago. For once in his life, Melal appeared as calm as a master. As directionless as he had seemed over the past days, now it was impossible to deny that he was the Hero.
After a moment, he gave an odd shrug. "I have no idea what that was."
"What?" Slaten climbed to his feet, still staring. Melal shoved his hands in his pockets and walked out past him.
"It definitely feels like that was the right thing to do, but I'm not sure. The false heroes seemed really confident, so I thought I'd be given a lesson on how it all works or something. But I'm figuring this out as I go along."
"Then... are we just going back?"
"Oh, that was all we needed. The rest of this is worthless." He shot a smile at Slaten and began jogging. "Now, let's kill some Deathspawn!"
Numb from the flood of light, Slaten didn't react at first. Melal was already down the corridor, vaulting up the rope ladder several rungs at the time. Slaten cursed under his breath and hurried after him. Just as he reached the bottom, he heard two choked screams and some blood fell down the grate.
When he reached the top he found the Hero there, holding a glimmering sword with only a trace of blood dripping from it. His smile was cocky and his face didn't have any sense of gentle horror, but his presence... the Hero didn't seem to exist in their world, but to have descended from somewhere far above it.
"None left for you, sorry, I got excited. But pick up a sword and follow me and maybe you'll get a chance."
"Melal, wait..." Slaten struggled to speak as he followed him on the way back. The Hero shook his head.
"Waiting was a good strategy to get us this far, but there's nothing else for me here. It's time for us to end this."
When they reached the top level, Slaten's head threatened to crack open. He seemed to see the entire world through a white glow, yet that glow would occasionally flicker darkly. Though he couldn't muster the strength to contradict Melal, his mind refused to flow along with this stupid plan.
As they got close to the entrance, Slaten spotted someone in the way. Ulviab. The mansthein man was playing with the newest litter of kittens, trying to keep them in their box. When he saw Slaten and the Hero approach his eyes widened, but then he smiled.
"I didn't expect to see you here so early, boys. What are you doing?"
"Your time has come, monster!" Melal raised his sword to point at Ulviab, who faltered.
"Oh dear... son, are you thinking clearly? We've just started to rebuild, I don't want more violence again..."
"I am the Hero! I will not allow the enemy to live!"
"Maybe you are the Hero." Ulviab set down the kitten he was holding and gave Melal a pained smile. "You can still choose who you want to be. Are you the type of person who would strike down an unarmed man? I don't think you have to be. Hero or not, you can use your power to help everyone."
"Shut up!" Melal clenched his eyes closed, then shook his head violently. When he opened his eyes, he started to advance with his sword still drawn.
"Wait!" Slaten placed himself between the two of them, making Melal pause.
"Don't get in my way, Slaten. It has to be this way."
Slaten struggled to keep his feet there instead of moving aside, barely managing to shake his head. "Don't do this. Is this really how you want to begin your Legend, Melal?"
"Silence!" The roar made the tunnels around them shake and Melal took a step toward him, furious. "If you don't get out of my way, I'll cut you down too!"
They stared at each other, Slaten struggling to think. This wasn't the Hero, it was just Melal. He did some stupid things, but he could usually be argued out of them. Whatever else was happening, Ulviab was a defenseless man who didn't deserve to die. And yet the Hero, no, Melal...
Then Slaten realized that he was wrong: this was the Hero. Slaten drew his sword.
With a cry of rage the Hero struck, his strike blinding white in the tunnels. It was a huge overhead swing that was easy to predict, throwing everything into one blow as if he aimed to cut both of them in two with one swing. Slaten easily moved his own blade into position to block it...
The Hero's blade cut through his, snapping it in an explosion of light. The next thing he felt was the wall hitting his back. Slaten nearly fell to the ground, barely retaining his footing and reaching for his chest. He could feel a shallow cut to his shoulder, but he wasn't severely injured.
Before he could recover, he saw Melal cut down Ulviab. The mansthein man cringed at the end, opened his mouth to beg, and then the sword went through his chest.
With that, Melal turned to leave the mine. Slaten knew that he should follow, but couldn't remember what he should do after that.
~ ~ ~
Part of Tani was glad when Ith Ire began to tear itself apart. Though she felt somewhat more stable, she never wanted to see any of it ever again. Setting such things aside, Tani focused solely on what she could control.
Something had happened with Melal. She made sure that her mind was focused, letting the influence pass through her. That was the first step. Once she was sure she wouldn't join in the violence, then she could worry about the screams and sounds of combat outside.
Walking to the window, Tani looked out. She couldn't see Melal, but she could hear him, shouting commands to attack. Coran warriors were beginning to gather, mansthein workers were attacking, and the soldiers were beginning to move from their camp. If they arrived, she had a feeling that they would leave no one alive, this time.
"This is too early." Eraes stumbled to the window beside her. "Melal is going to get himself killed just like the others. I wanted him dead, but he's going to take half of us with him."
"I don't think anyone survives this." Tani was mostly certain that she wasn't letting personal thoughts influence her judgment. "If they do make peace, it will be at a great cost. We need to get out of here."
"And just leave them to kill each other?"
"No. No, we need to take Melal away." Once she said it, it seemed so obvious. Slaten had even suggested something similar. It would be dangerous, but if they could lead Melal away, the soldiers would follow. Maybe Kolanin and everyone living in Ith Ire could survive, maybe even recover without a Hero to disturb them.
"I'll trust you on this, then." Eraes rushed to her desk and unlocked a drawer, pulling out a pack that seemed suspiciously full. No doubt she had been planning this for a long time. Well, if they did end up escaping across the Chorhan Expanse, they would be glad for her plans. For now, survival was the higher priority.
When they headed down the stairs, Celivia met them at the door. It seemed that she had stolen her bladed whip back. If that hadn't been proof enough of the fact that this time would be the last, Celivia's eyes held a grim rage. Tani considered trying to say something, but in the end they just exchanged nods. This wasn't the time to talk.
Before they got far out the door, she spotted Melal coming toward them, with Laeri and a few others at his heels. Something had changed. The presence that had been mere background noise to her suddenly became an assault on her mind. Tani actually staggered back into Eraes, but righted herself. The principle was the same. His eyes were white now, but that didn't matter to her.
"Just the three I was looking for!" Melal grinned at them and gestured with his sword. "Come on, let's go!"
"Melal..." She had to swallow, then forced herself to keep speaking. "The soldiers will attack if this continues. We need t-"
"Oh, I know. This battle doesn't mean much of anything, anyway. I just wanted to collect the people who mattered before we get out of here."
Tani blinked at him several times, taken aback. It troubled her how casually he said it, yet perhaps that didn't matter. If he was planning to leave Ith Ire, that was exactly what she wanted, regardless of his motivations. Ignoring her hesitation, Melal turned away and marched off.
Only afterward did Tani realize that Slaten was there as well. He drifted behind Melal, holding a sword loosely. His shirt was soaked in blood, yet he seemed to be walking without difficulty. She would have been concerned that he had gotten swept up in Melal's presence, yet his eyes... there was absolutely no hope or inspiration there.
She wanted to go talk to him, but it was a struggle to stay focused. Whatever had happened to Melal, he was no longer content to sit inactive. Yet his plan of simply leaving wouldn't work very well, not in a part of the Expanse as flat as this. The army would see them and give chase, and it was a long way to any kind of hiding place or refuge.
Before she could think of a solution, Tani heard the sound of screams coming from the soldiers. Instead of responding immediately, she flinched, and hated herself for it.
She looked toward the source and to her surprise, spotted a muscular Coran man smashing through the ranks of semi-skilled soldiers. He almost looked familiar, though the man she remembered hadn't worn an eyepatch.
There was another man as well, wearing armor like a Coran knight. She couldn't see his face, but could tell that he was fighting alongside the other man. He didn't attack nearly so recklessly, instead simply taking on every enemy that came toward him.
She had to wonder who exactly they were, but in a sense it didn't matter. The two of them were providing a perfect distraction. Melal stared toward them a while, scratching his chin.
"They look strong, they should join us. Let's go talk to them."
"Melal!" Eraes spoke through clenched teeth, but managed to get his attention. "They look more capable of escaping the soldiers than we are. Perhaps we should let them provide a distraction while we reach safety?"
"Eh, but I wanted to talk to them... but I guess strategy is more your thing. Maybe I'll see them later. It should work out." With that broad statement, Melal marched off again. As soon as they left Ith Ire, he started to run, much faster than the last time they had traveled together. At a pace like that, they might be able to lose themselves in the grasses, though it would be a close thing.
Thinking about their potential routes and chances of escape, Tani almost missed it when Eraes dropped back. She turned, thinking the other woman might be struggling to keep up, and immediately knew that was not the case. Eraes had intentionally stopped, looking out toward the deep grasses to the east. Tani glanced back at the others and then ran out to meet her.
"Eraes? What are you doing?"
"I'm leaving." The words seemed difficult for her to drag from her lips, but once they were out, Eraes smiled bitterly. "This is absolute madness, Tani. Surely you have to see that."
"Yes, I do. But..."
"Come with me." Eraes stepped forward and gripped her arm. "All of you except Melal. I have official papers that will get us to a ship, so we can disappear into Teralanth. There's always work for warriors with your talent. You could live out normal lives instead of being controlled by... all of this."
Tani smiled sadly. "I'm sorry, Eraes. But if I let this keep happening, I couldn't forgive myself. If there was a chance I could prevent deaths..."
"I figured you would say that." Eraes fumbled around in her sack and then shoved something in Tani's direction. The circular mirror. "You liked this, right? Take it."
"Eraes, I..."
"Just take it."
Since she seemed so serious, Tani reached forward to take the mirror. She had only mentioned its quality a few times, so it was a strange gift. When Tani looked up, she realized that the other woman needed to give it to her. Eraes turned away, pretending to brush something away from her face.
"Don't die, Tani. All of you... don't let your lives be consumed by a bunch of stories."
"I'll try." The words were completely inadequate, Tani struggling to say more. She had long suspected that Eraes would leave the continent, but this was too sudden. It shouldn't have been like this.
They stood like that in silence for a while longer, then Tani moved forward and hugged the other woman. Eraes gripped her back, tightly, then pushed her away. She turned rapidly and ran. Tani watched her, just in case any soldiers spotted her or gave chase, until she disappeared into the tallest grasses. The edges of the mirror bit into Tani's fingers as she gripped it.
Tearing her gaze away, Tani saw that the rest of the group had far outpaced her during her delay. She began running again, not holding anything back. The ground melted away beneath her and the gap between her and the others rapidly decreased.
As she ran she looked back toward Ith Ire. The fighting seemed to have shifted to their side of the town, almost as if drawn after them. That was probably good for the workers. Unfortunately, the soldiers had spread out as well and some of them were beginning to march out into the grasses. Not quickly, but if they had been spotted then pursuit was guaranteed. Tani sped up to warn the others.
Before she caught up to them, however, she saw them come to a halt. Someone had moved in front of them, a Coran woman... no, not just any Coran woman, it was Veron. Despite everything, Tani smiled to see her again. She rushed to join the others as Veron approached.
"Looks like I got here just in time, huh? You kids would have had some real trouble if you'd gone it alone." Her smile was part-way to a smirk, but couldn't entirely hide the real emotion underneath.
"I'm the Hero!" Melal waved his sword in Veron's direction. She looked at him, as if seeing him for the first time, then groaned.
"Good for you. Was it too much to ask that it be me for once?"
"There can only be one Hero!" He sheathed his sword again, then stared at her. "What are you doing here?"
"Other than saving your asses?" Veron smirked fully and jerked her head for them to follow. "I'm recruiting you into the resistance. Let's go."
Given their circumstances, there was no choice but to obey. Tani looked toward Celivia, who seemed to be thinking the same thing, and Slaten, who had recovered enough to stare at everything grimly. Laeri had a huge smile on her face, as if all was right with the world again.
Overhead, the clouds seemed to hang low in the sky. The glowing expanse descended until it threatened to crush them.
- End of Part 3 -




Interlude
Whenever the storms came in, Bakkago's teeth got to hurting. That was one benefit of getting older, he supposed: the more teeth fell out, the less there were to hurt.
Bakkago ran his tongue over the remaining teeth in his mouth as he eyed the clouds. Right side of his jaw was still good, but he was missing a few. Once those went... well, he'd probably go too. Up in the big cities, old men might be respected, get new silver teeth or have servants to cut up food for them. Out here, they followed the old ways. Mansthein who couldn't eat were left behind.
There'd been a time when he dreamed of earning enough to move into Ith Silvaros, getting a big fancy house like those he saw shining on the horizon. It was a bit late for that, these days. Even if he had enough money to afford it, what did he have to offer? Right now he had an edge on the young teeth because he knew the region, but he was slowing down.
These days, he mostly just sat against the side of his shack and waited for the young teeth to ask his advice. Did alright most of the time, these hills were rough territory. But if they built that new road straight through the Anseln Mountains like he heard tell... well, that would probably mean the end for this little huddle of shacks. Him, too. Though Bakkago was too old to care about whether the Laenans were getting uppity or not, that new road left him a bit sore.
Pushing himself off the ground, he ambled across the mud road. Old Kelinna sat in her chair, rocking back and forth and sucking on her gums. No teeth at all left, he wasn't sure how she made it through. Seemed to have young folks taking care of her, but they couldn't be her children.
Rumor had it she'd been the mistress of some senator up in the city. Either he still took care of her out of some old promise, or he'd just forgotten he was paying for her care. Those really rich types had more money than they knew what to do with. Either way, she didn't answer any questions, just kept rocking and staring out over the hills.
Bakkago walked up nearby and leaned against the wall of the shack. Not to look casual, but because his back hurt like hell. "Storm's comin'."
Kelinna sucked on her gums in a way that might have been acknowledgment. Hard to tell sometimes.
"You reckon they'll get the crops in?"
She shook her head side to side. That was a better response than he usually got, so Bakkago decided he was making progress. Wasn't sure what he was trying to do, but at least he'd have somebody to talk to if all the young teeth left. Just the two of them, sitting there until they were done... well, there were worse ways to go.
Before he could think to say anything else, Ukanndo came trotting down the road. Had his face all done-up in red paint, thought it made him look ferocious. Bakkago had never been much for fighting, but he had seen some real ferocious teeth in his day. They didn't need any fancy paint.
"Yo, old man!" Ukanndo didn't come closer, eyeing Kelinna with a strange look. Didn't know what to think of her, most like. Young teeth out here didn't see a lot of women. Only knew the ones in the pits way beneath them and the ones on the city streets high above. Wasn't much place for an old woman like Kelinna. Not much place for somebody like Bakkago, either, but Ukanndo was better than some. "Hurry up, I need ta talk to ya!"
"No rushin' now, lad." Bakkago forced his old bones to move again and walked out to the road. Ukanndo was shifting his weight back and forth, clearly all bothered about something.
"I shoulda listened to you. Everythin' they said about new jobs, new work... nothing but a pack o' lies! They told me we'd get the shipments soon, ta stay ready to work with them. But they kept saying the same thing every day, then one day they weren't there no more."
Bakkago shook his head and sighed. He'd told Ukanndo that nothing would come of it, but the young tooth hadn't listened. But now wasn't the time to rub it in, young boys had real fragile pride. "If it had come through, maybe you coulda gotten a leg up. But you can't trust people from the city. They ain't on your side, not really."
"But why would they do this?" Ukanndo stared at him with real bitterness in his eyes. "Just some game to make funna us?"
"I reckon not. No, maybe they just talked up this new operation, pretended they had a new mine to look good. They got their pride, same as us. But for them, it's all about the appearance. They gotta keep the respect of the other highborn Seinan, otherwise they'll lose their seats. Or maybe they thought they had somethin', but it turned out to be nothin'." Could have been some Seinan young tooth making a stupid mistake too, but Bakkago kept that to himself.
"Shit. Maybe I should just enlist. I been training."
"You'd do well, young tooth, I'm sure ya would." He'd be chewed up and spit out by the war machine. Bakkago had seen enough warriors go past him that he knew the boy didn't have the talent or the determination. "But you just think about how much you'd be givin' up. Once they've got ya, they've got ya for years. You want to fight all your life, never do anything else? All that money don't do you no good if you're off in some Lord-forsaken human country."
That got through to Ukanndo, but he wouldn't give it up just yet. Instead he looked away, muttering. "They say they're letting the best new soldiers use the breeding pits. For free. Some of the humans are killing us, so we need new warriors."
"Aye, so they say."
Bakkago had so much he wanted to tell the young tooth, but it stuck in his mouth like mud. He'd thought like that once, just thought of females as a place to stick it. But when he got older, he started to understand why they usually kept the women separate, didn't let the fathers think about what they'd spawned.
Things hadn't gone according to plan and he'd been there. Saw all those little babies come out of their sacs. A lot of the others his age left, joined the army or tried their luck in the city, but he'd stayed.
He'd seen those little babies grow up into new mansthein. Two of them had been girls, so full of smiles and always reaching up to hug him. Ever since then, he'd never been able to think about the pits again without a sick feeling in the bottom of his stomach.
Not that he could do a damn thing about it. Hadn't done too much with his life. But at least he could keep young Ukanndo from throwing his life away.
"I reckon you probably talked to a nice Feinan fellow, huh? Had some decent armor and some good scars? Talked about how good life in the army would be?"
Ukanndo gave him a strange look. "That... yeah, it was like that. Why?" Good. He was real young, but he had a bit of a head on his shoulders.
"It was no accident that they sent somebody like that. What they don't tell ya is that his job is to go around and recruit young teeth just like you." Bakkago shook his head. "But they ain't like you, not really. He's been given everything he wants, to do that job. They don't treat the average soldier like that, believe me."
"Then you think I shouldn't go?"
"I ain't gonna tell you what to do, young tooth. But ya got other options, don't ya?"
"Well..." Ukanndo folded his arms and scowled into the distance. "I heard they're buildin' a new road through the mountains. Going to make it easy to cross all Orphos, even for normal folk. But it's all under that new Zeitai, and I don't like workin' with Laenans."
Bakkago's heart flopped and he forced himself on. "Now think this through. Job like that will pay well. And you'll get damn strong lifting all those rocks and breaking mountains and whatnot. You do this now, you can get good pay. If you ever change yer mind about the army, you'll be stronger for it. You hear?"
"Yeah, that's a good point. Yer right." Ukanndo grinned and clapped him on the shoulder. "You always know the right thing to say, old man. You need anything these days? I could drop by some food on my way back."
"Nah, old Bakkago is doing fine on his own. Don't forget to stop by the shrine on yer way out, you understand?"
"Okay, old man. I will." But the way he said it, Bakkago knew the young tooth would run straight off.
Young teeth didn't have respect these days. When it came to him, Bakkago could let it go. He was an old man who'd made nothing of himself. But the young teeth didn't ever go to the shrines. They said they respected strength but they didn't care unless it was right in front of them.
While Ukanndo trotted off, Bakkago made his way to the shrine. Nothing fancy, just one left over from when these huddled shacks had thought they might become a village. It was usually quiet. He'd spend more time there if his knee wasn't acting up so much lately. But today, he felt like he had to go.
It was just a stone ring off the side of the road, beside the big tree. Bakkago wheezed as he got down to his knees, let his eyes fall onto the marble carving of the Dark Lord. The eyes had been rubies a long time ago, but they'd been stolen. No respect at all.
Bakkago stayed there in silence for a spell. He didn't ask for anything, didn't believe like that. The strong ate and the weak died, that was the way of things. Why would the Dark Lord or the Zeitai bother to interrupt the natural order? But it did him some good to stare at that face and imagine that somebody out there was in control. Things might not go so well for him, but they'd turn out alright in the end.
He sent his thoughts toward Ukanndo and hoped the boy turned out well. Everything about getting strong for the army had been a lie. Once the boy got into a job, experienced some more things, made some mistakes... well, hopefully he'd learn a little bit and make his own decisions. He'd better, because Bakkago probably couldn't help him for much longer.
Getting back to his feet was a struggle. Bakkago stared down at the statues of the Zeitai as he did so. Used to be he always knew the statues there, but now there were new ones. Didn't feel right to him, even if it had been done all formal like. Shaking his head, he finally heaved to his feet and limped back to his shack.
On the way he glanced toward Ith Silvaros in the distance again. It was still bright over there, storm clouds hadn't come in. But it was getting dark here. Even if he couldn't smell the rain, his teeth definitely reminded him.
When he got back to the shacks, Kelinna might have nodded to him. He nodded back and sat down in the dirt. Just being able to lean and rest his back felt better than anything he'd ever imagined as a young tooth. But the comfort didn't last long before other pains reminded him that they existed, worst of all his remaining teeth.
So they were building that new road after all. Building through the mountains seemed rough to him, but he reckoned they'd do it. That new Zeitai seemed real keen on getting things done, no matter what it took. So they'd have another road away from the city and there'd be no reason for anyone to pass through this way.
Bakkago sat back and rubbed his teeth. Kelinna rocked and sucked on her gums. Storm was coming in.




Part 4

Bitter Loyalty




Chapter 39

-
"Uncle, please listen to me. For the first time in my life, I have a true purpose - I know what I must do. The Legend is not a mere story, it is the reason we draw breath. All we must do is unlock its secrets and trust in its path, then everything will be made clear."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
The corpses had been cleaned up, but their stain remained over the broken earth. Kolanin could still see the mansthein and human bodies lying together in his mind's eye as he walked through what remained. Though most of the buildings remained intact, the systems that had given them meaning had been torn down. Ith Ire would not recover from this.
Perhaps most importantly, Kolanin suspected that its reason for existing had fled. Though he had done his best to contain the phenomenon, he had been glad when the Hero escaped. Had he remained, the battle would have been far bloodier. Now the surviving humans could be sent home. The surviving mansthein...
He stopped in front of the primary mine entrance, staring into its unlit depths. Part of him wanted to go back to Senator Ildariel and demand to know if he had ever been sincere, but there had been no word and he had no way of returning to Orphos. Besides, he doubted he would be given satisfying answers.
Better to focus on what they could do next. Before Kolanin could consider this topic for long, Hakkiv emerged from one of the burned out buildings and approached.
"When do we leave, Seinan?"
"We need Seinan Aryabaus to retrieve his soldiers first." Kolanin examined the Catai carefully and saw the man was now wearing a new uniform untouched by the conflict. "Most likely he'll pull them back, leaving us shorthanded for our journey out. How many Catai do we have left?"
"Myself, Rhuvab, Loravasik... the new one from Aryabaus, can't remember his name. And you, of course, though I don't think that was what you were asking."
"I see. The soldiers and lesser warriors took heavy casualties, so we'll have to rely on our Catai to prevent potential attacks."
Hakkiv frowned and folded his arms over his chest. "Prevent attacks from bandits, perhaps. But shouldn't we be more concerned about the humans rising up on the way? We've been keeping them captive for over half a year, after all."
"If some flee, we can tolerate that. If they try to fight... I hope they won't, as most of their strongest are gone." Kolanin turned to look at Hakkiv and saw the tension in his eyes. "Are you truly so concerned?"
"They feel no shame in spitting at me when my back is turned. And when I stand further from them and expand my senses, I have overheard many troubling conversations. The Hero may be gone, but they still speak of him. And now I hear many speaking of the Legend alone, separate from the Hero. A fire has been lit that cannot easily be put out."
"It's possible that the one they call the Hero is still among them."
"No." Hakkiv's answer came surprisingly bluntly. "No, I am nearly certain that it was that boy, Melal. I saw him only from across the battlefield, but I believe he is the Hero now. Or was the Hero all along. However this Legend works..."
Kolanin looked toward the Catai with alarm, seeing a distance in his eyes that hadn't been there before. "Catainan Hakkiv... what do you mean when you say he might have been the Hero all along?"
"I don't know. This is all madness. Worse than the previous ones. I need time..." Hakkiv turned inward and moved away, so Kolanin left him to his thoughts.
Though Kolanin wanted to inquire further, he acknowledged that he wasn't doing much good wandering the ruins of Ith Ire. He had told himself it was to survey their efforts in the aftermath, but in truth it was to say goodbye. Admitting that made it feel pointless to keep walking. He was glad when Iralin approached him with several scrolls in hand.
"We're getting messages, Kolanin."
"More than usual?"
"Not that - I've been throwing out the useless and outdated ones." Iralin extended a scroll toward him. "But some of these I think you should see. Starting with this one from Ildariel - does it make any more sense to you than it does to me?"
Kolanin read it quickly, his frown growing. "I don't see how he can be so angry about our lack of results. What did he expect, after this long finding little worth mining?"
"Unless he hasn't been receiving any of your reports."
"Ah." Kolanin looked up at Iralin, wondering if she had specific knowledge of such, but she only shrugged. "It's a worthwhile theory. There are countless ways the messages could be intercepted, especially in Ith Silvaros. And a great many reasons, though those are less clear."
"Can't guess as to the actual reason, but it seems clear that this was all a joke. But there's one more you need to read first." Iralin took a scroll out of her robe instead of the pile she carried and extended it to him carefully. She hadn't opened this one - and he understood why when he saw the black seal.
When Kolanin slid the scroll open with one of his fingernails, he felt a surge of embedded sein. It reached him, then reacted by dissipating. The thought of what it would have done if someone else had opened the seal distracted him for a moment before he became completely focused on the contents. There weren't many words, so he reread them several times.
"Well?" Iralin asked. "Don't keep me in suspense."
"It says 'I apologize for laying this burden on you, especially given how other goals muddied the waters. Your part in this is concluded and what you have sacrificed will not be forgotten. If you conclude your military and political obligations, you will be transferred to a location where you can build without being disturbed.' Nothing is signed, but I'm almost certain this is from Zeitai Teirsan."
"So you did talk to him in Ith Silvaros. Shit." Iralin ran a hand through her hair and stared at him. "I suppose there's not much point asking what that first part was about?"
"Only because I know little. The Zeitai was the one who instructed me to try to contain the Hero, but our meeting was very... succinct."
"That promise at the end... I guess you can't just retire your military commission so easily, but he's offering a transfer if you resolve things?"
"Yes." Kolanin stared at the words again, imagining what that might mean. Though Zeitai Teirsan had been aggressively focused, Kolanin did get a sense that he understood what Kolanin had been trying to do in Bundlin and respected it. If there was really somewhere he could work in peace...
"Do you think you'd be able to take staff along with you?"
"Most likely. The condition to conclude my work in the Chorhan Expanse would likely be one that would dissolve the need for positions like ours." Kolanin looked to Iralin and managed to give a smile. "If we can actually end this... yes, you can come with me. Though I'm not sure where we might go."
"Anywhere but here." Iralin shoved the rest of the papers at him. "These are the documents that actually matter, especially if we want to take all the humans to safety. I'll keep getting rid of anything that isn't essential."
"Thank you, Seinan Iralin."
She didn't answer, just walked back toward the offices. Dealing with such things was not her job, but they lacked proper staff. Kolanin had become more reliant on Eraes than he'd realized until she was gone. Herakin had been less hard-working, but having him transferred away had made their work much harder as well. They didn't really have a functioning office anymore.
Because they didn't need one. Without its role as a prison and with its role as a mine useless, Ith Ire meant nothing to anyone. Not even him.
He should have taken the initiative after the violence and pulled them together, but his exhaustion never left him. After he killed the first Hero, his head had felt clearer, but on that day... he wasn't sure if something had changed or if he was simply tired of it all. But for now he could at least go to the army and check on the remaining Catai, since they were the backbone of his strategy.
On the way he spotted one of Ulviab's cats limping along the side of a building. No one had taken care of them. Thinking about how the gentle man had been butchered forced Kolanin to close his eyes to regain his composure. When he opened them again, the cat had moved on.
When he reached the soldiers' tents, he found things more lively, though there were still injured warriors everywhere. Given the emergency, Iralin had focused on their core warriors, resulting in many more amputations and soldiers left to live or die based on their own strength. Not ideal, but Aryabaus had sent them without healers or supporting warriors - his priorities were clear.
Rhuvab and another Catai sat on opposite sides of a fire, conversing loudly. Seeing the second warrior, Kolanin remembered him: his name was Garrok; he had been assigned to them at the same time Aryabaus had sent his soldiers. Kolanin knew little about him other than that he seemed to be a traditional Towd Catai, recently through his rebirth and uncomfortable with his over-sized body.
"If this Hero is so much of a problem, just kill him!"
"We did that," Rhuvab said. "Three times. More keep showing up."
"Think there's something to the Legend, then?" Garrok frowned and tapped his mace against his shoulder slowly. "Figured it was just a story."
"I thought so too, at first. But he's really not just a cocky human, there's more to it. The way I figure it, the Legend must be partially true, but we're only hearing the human side. If we want to stop it, we need to find the mansthein version of the Legend and finish him off for good."
"You think something like that actually exists?"
Rhuvab shrugged. "Must be something. We know the human version can't be completely accurate, because I've never heard anything about Heroes showing up and dying left and right. There's a real Legend there, that's obvious, we just can't see it yet."
"Huh. Wish I'd arrived in time to see more of them."
"You might get your chance. The most recent one ran with his tail between his legs..."
Kolanin listened with increasing discomfort. The new Catai might not be familiar with the situation, but Rhuvab had seen so many of the events, he should have known better. It was just like the moments when Kolanin had tried to converse with humans swept up in the Hero's glory. They might be speaking directly to one another, yet nothing truly passed between them.
He had already identified that the Hero brought bloodlust to mansthein nearby, but that didn't concern him greatly. It could be resisted with mental discipline and might even be simply an advanced sein technique. After the battle he had warned every warrior capable of mental arts about it and some, like Hakkiv, had seemed to master the defensive skills quickly.
This, however... it was the first time he had heard mansthein speaking of the Legend the way the humans did. Not just a story, a focus of worship. Their reverential tone troubled him, forcing him to change his plans. He had wanted to discuss business with them, and now wanted to discuss their thoughts even more, yet he was sure that the conversation would only leave him frustrated. There was simply no energy left to endure such a thing.
Instead Kolanin turned back to the decaying heart of Ith Ire. He still had the papers Iralin had given him; perhaps he could work through those. Besides, staying in a central location would let him deal with business in a more organized fashion instead of forcing everyone to follow his wanderings.
Before he could get far, he spotted someone else approaching. Loravasik, still nursing an injury from one of the Coran fighters. He moved easily, however, and gave Kolanin a polite bow when he arrived.
"Seinan Kolanin, I bring news. We have received a messenger from Koreinan Aryabaus and he is expected to arrive soon."
"Then I'll get ready to greet him." Kolanin sighed and extended the papers to Loravasik. "Can you take these back to my office?"
The Catai warrior stiffened and did not move to take them. Kolanin was surprised for a moment before realizing, but then it was too late. "Seinan Kolanin, I am a Catai. I am not a messenger or aide."
"You're right, Laenan Loravasik. I apologize." With another Catai, Kolanin would have told him to swallow his pride and help. But he saw in Loravasik's eyes just how much his pride meant to him, and perhaps asking him to do a menial task so casually was disrespectful. Using "Laenan" had been somewhat risky, but Loravasik seemed to take it as it had been intended.
"No apology is necessary, Seinan Kolanin. But there is one other thing, if we have time before Seinan Aryabaus arrives. I have investigated the mines thoroughly, as you requested."
Kolanin had forgotten that he'd asked the Catai to do that - an order given when he had more energy and more hope. At that moment it seemed completely pointless, but he didn't want to discourage Loravasik's diligence. "And you discovered something important?"
"Two things, Seinan. First, the room discovered on the lowest level was mostly destroyed. It seemed to have been done by accident or in combat instead of intentionally."
So the panels with their carvings of the Legend were gone. Kolanin realized how easily he was thinking about the myths as the Legend and rubbed his face. It probably didn't matter, as Hakkiv had made copies of everything. "What was the second thing?"
"It was extremely well-hidden, in a false collapse in an unused tunnel, but I discovered the body of Safakiv. He appeared to have been murdered slowly and brutally."
"I see." Kolanin stared back, struggling to care. The disappearance of the man had been a security concern, but few had shed tears. It was well known, if not proven, that he liked to assault women, and he'd made few male friends in camp. Learning that he had been murdered was not a huge surprise, certainly less important than their other concerns.
Loravasik's mouth was set in grim victory, however. "He dishonored a Laenan woman, Seinan. This is little more than he deserved."
"Then you aren't seeking to find the murderer?"
"No, Seinan. If the murderer was human, they are likely dead or gone in any case. But I would like his name to be struck from the rolls of the honorable fallen and his record tarnished."
Kolanin stared back at him, wondering if there was no better solution. Those actions would do no harm to the dead man and might simply anger Feinan forces. Then again, it would be easy to get away with in the chaos of the aftermath. In the end, Kolanin had no strength to argue or find a better solution; he could only nod. "I will see it done, Laenan Loravasik."
"Thank you, Seinan." The Catai bowed low to him and then departed at a swift rate.
Right, Aryabaus was coming. Given the length of their conversation, he had likely come rather close. That was the last thing Kolanin wanted to deal with at the moment, but he had no choice. Zeitai Teirsan had promised he could be transferred if he resolved the Breilin situation, and Aryabaus was the key piece in that.
When Kolanin reached the edge of Ith Ire, he saw some dust in the distance and a dark form running toward them. Aryabaus, leading from the front as usual. He was remarkably fast, so Kolanin simply meditated for a time until the man arrived.
"Seinan Aryabaus. Welcome."
"Catainan Kolanin." His tone was much chillier than last time, but Aryabaus seemed to reserve most of his disdain for the chaos around him. "I received your news of what happened. Which way did the escapees travel?"
"They are long gone, surely you do not mean to pursue them...?"
"Which way, Catai?"
Swallowing his objections, Kolanin gestured. Aryabaus immediately began striding in that direction, forcing Kolanin to hurry to follow him. Though the pace Aryabaus set was not a challenge in terms of speed, Kolanin didn't have the heart to run. Fortunately, it seemed that Aryabaus was more interested in talking.
"This is not a pointless trip, Kolanin. And the sacrifices you endured in this miserable position were not wholly useless."
"I had hoped it would be successful. As I had hoped Bundlin would be successful." Kolanin hadn't intended to speak so honestly, he just had nothing left for polite lies. Aryabaus snorted.
"I respect what you have attempted, Kolanin, but your talents are wasted here. Perhaps we can make peace with humans in Younten Trathe or Fareshel, but central Breilin? Barbarians, little better than Feinan brutes. All they understand is force, so force is how I will reply to them."
"Perhaps you are right. How will we proceed from here?"
"My goal is to push aside secondary matters so that we can break the fortresses of East Corah once and for all." Aryabaus shifted to look at him thoughtfully. "I believe you would be best suited to deal with many of those secondary matters. You are better known to the humans involved and it suits you better than warfare in any case."
"Thank you, Seinan. What about the Coran resistance?"
Aryabaus walked silently for a time, eyes forward, but eventually answered. "They remain a great thorn in my side. Despite how frequently they prey on their own kind, they maintain considerable support among the humans and they are frustratingly effective. I have only succeeded in using our Teralanthan explosives once - after they realized I had more, they have been too successful at impeding my plans. Some of our human workers or messengers must be working with them."
"You can't limit yourself to mansthein staff?"
"I could, and I've made plans to cut staff to the bone and run a strictly military operation. But that would alert them as to how much we know, and it is too early for that. Besides, there is a good chance that they can be torn out root and stem, perhaps before the year is out."
That was clearly an invitation to ask questions. Aryabaus seemed vaguely pleased with himself, implying some secret. Kolanin didn't take the bait. Either he would get answers soon enough or he wouldn't.
After they went some distance, they reached the final point where anyone had tracked the fleeing humans. Even that had been wasted effort, given the violence behind them and the larger threat of the Coran resistance. Kolanin's attempts to restore order had been futile and both groups had escaped. There was a large mound of dark boulders ahead that was the last known landmark, so Kolanin gestured toward it.
"They were last seen traveling in this direction and it was suspected they stopped here, but they escaped us after that. We could have mounted a more concentrated effort to track them down, but we were spread thin at the time."
"That is not a concern at all, Seinan Kolanin." Aryabaus sped up, eagerly rushing toward the stones. Kolanin followed, too tired to be curious.
It did seem as though the humans had passed this way, based on a few discarded items. They seemed too obvious, perhaps intentionally placed to throw them off the track. Given how easily the humans had melted away, Kolanin was fairly certain that any attempt to track them or the resistance from here would prove fruitless.
That wasn't the reason he didn't help Aryabaus search, however. He simply found himself staring at the dark stone, worn smooth over time. They looked almost like the marble of the halls beneath Ith Ire, though these boulders had veins of blood red stone within them. It meant nothing to Kolanin, yet he couldn't take his eyes away.
"Aha!" The triumphant shout from Aryabaus barely raised his head. "My suspicions are vindicated."
Currently, Aryabaus was standing atop the mound. Kolanin jumped to join him, though his body felt heavy even as he soared through the air. He found Aryabaus staring down at several stones. They looked ordinary enough, light against the dark boulder. Only after staring for a while did Kolanin realize that they formed a Futhik letter. Just a letter, not one that meant anything to him.
"This secret cannot go far, but I trust you to keep it, Seinan Kolanin." Aryabaus shifted to stand closer to him and lowered his voice, though they were the only two men in the grasslands stretching in all directions. "This is a sign left by our hidden agent."
"Who was with them?" His mind worked on it slowly, then he shook his head. "You mean that there's a human aligned with us, and they voluntarily worked as a slave for so many days?"
"Possibly. The details are unclear." Though Aryabaus seemed extremely satisfied, a bit of irritation crept into his eyes. "I do not know how a human was convinced to work for us, or any details about them. Only that they were sent by the military, yet on the authority of another force - perhaps someone in the Senate? In any case, information about them and their true mission is not available, even to me."
"I see. But you were given more information regarding this symbol?"
"Exactly. I have been arguing for a hundred days that if we have such an embedded agent, they should be used to find and destroy the Coran resistance. It seems that the politicians finally listened to my logic. If the spy was able to infiltrate the resistance, they were to leave this symbol."
"Then... what?"
"We must be alert for a signal. It may take them a long time to safely get us information about the resistance's hiding spot, as the resistance has been very secure so far. But it will happen, I am sure of it. Eventually we will be able to pin them down, and once that happens, we can crush them."
Kolanin didn't respond, trying to find any emotional response to that. Given how brutal the resistance could be, its removal would probably be good for both mansthein and humans. But it would make it easier for Aryabaus to attack East Corah and bring violence and death to many more people. Once, he would have tried to weigh the casualties and determine if the cost could be justified.
Now, he simply stared back toward what was left of Ith Ire.




Chapter 40

-
"The Hero may be the heart of the Legend, but he is not the whole story. There are roles for all of us to play. Especially you, Uncle, since you have so much authority in Corah. All listen to your words, so you have the opportunity to lead us into the light of truth."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
After days of darkness, the blindfold was finally pulled away. Tani blinked in the harsh torchlight, her eyes searching for something to orient herself. No sky, no grass, just rock. When they had passed into windless shade she had been afraid they had entered caverns - now they were deep inside.
They had traveled southwest at full speed, focused on escaping pursuers from Ith Ire. Eventually Veron met with the resistance leaders and came back with two choices: leave or be taken to their base blindfolded. Tani had hated the idea of being forced to travel blindfolded, but didn't want to be separated from the others. So she had simply tried to track their movements and ignore the unnecessary circles. Their exact location was unclear to her, though, and she'd become completely lost in the tunnels.
With nothing to mark their location, Tani instead looked to the others. Veron was nowhere to be seen, so instead they waited in a chamber with several Coran men she vaguely recognized from their early travels. It seemed that her blindfold had been removed first. Laeri stood beside her, fumbling against a cave wall in a bewildered sort of way. Melal was cursing and tugging at his blindfold while Slaten stood motionless.
Moving to Celivia, Tani helped her pull off her blindfold. The other woman glared at her the first instant it was pulled off, apparently not needing any time to adjust to the light. But a moment later her expression softened. That didn't make it exactly kind, but Tani was glad to be near her. They shifted to have their backs to the wall while the others' blindfolds were removed. When Slaten's was removed he bent to help Teren with hers and the girl immediately leapt to embrace him, whimpering.
Tani remembered when her master had blindfolded her and had her focus solely on her senses to first awaken her awareness of sein. There had been no fear then, it had even been exciting. That was no longer possible and Tani felt deeply glad that their blindfolded travel had ended. She'd tried to spend as much of that time near Celivia as possible, or Slaten if Celivia wasn't near - he wasn't exactly comforting, but it was reassuring to have a warrior she could trust nearby.
"Are you okay?" Celivia asked softly. Tani nodded.
"You think we're finally here? In their secret base? I lost track of how many times we looped."
"I don't think they added any unnecessary loops in the tunnels, so we must be deep into the caverns. They must be within a hill of some kind, because we didn't descend very far."
"The air doesn't smell too stale." Tani focused on her senses to see what she could glean from their environment. "I don't feel a breeze at all. It actually feels warmer and drier in here than it did outside - is that unusual?"
"I'm not sure about here, but caves are warmer than cold seasons and cooler than hot seasons. All it tells us is that this is a large cave system." Celivia's eyes slid over everything in sight more analytically than Tani's could. "I see why they don't trust anyone. They've clearly spent a long time adapting these caverns - this isn't a place they can simply abandon if necessary."
The stone around them looked normal enough to Tani, though she supposed the walls and especially floor were much smoother than the cave they'd used to hide through the long rains. Hopefully this one would be drier when they reached the short rains again.
"Oh dear, do you think we're prisoners?" Laeri came to huddle beside them, large eyes flickering everywhere. "I understand they have to keep it secret, but do they really not trust us? I wanted to see the outside again... do you think they'd let me go outside if I asked?"
Celivia shook her head. "Based on what Veron said, we'd need to earn that privilege."
"Oh... oh, I hope this was the right decision... do you think Veron is deeper inside?"
While Laeri fretted, Tani considered who to ask first. Some of the resistance fighters had seemed reasonable enough in their brief conversations, but most of them headed out of the chamber quickly instead of sticking around. Just when Tani was considering approaching one of them, a Coran warrior walked down the tunnel carrying a torch.
He was the man she'd fought over the airship shipment. Still short and muscular, with the well-kept beard she remembered, but he wore an eyepatch he hadn't before. Now that he wasn't actively attacking, she didn't find him so intimidating. While she wouldn't risk much on the bet, he seemed like he had some of a warrior's nobility to him.
"Welcome to the resistance. My name is Hanfel." He gave them all a broad smile. "I'm sorry you had to be brought here blindfolded, but we only survive because we keep our movements secret. If you're as good as Veron says, I'm sure you'll soon become trusted members of the resistance."
Melal stepped up to him, taller but thinner. "I don't like being treated like this! I should b-"
"Easy there, don't you want to get those collars off? They can't be comfortable." Hanfel turned away, not rising to the provocation at all. As she started to follow, Tani had to admire the fact that he'd simply deflected Melal's anger.
She couldn't admire the way she'd initially met him. After nudging Celivia to follow, Tani moved to walk alongside Hanfel as they moved through the corridor. "We've met before."
"Aye, you really ruined our plans." Hanfel grinned at her, apparently not holding any hard feelings. She remembered the strength of his grip on her jaw, but also that he'd chosen not to hurt her when he could have. "I'm glad to see you're fine, girl. Looks like you've been training."
"Do you know how many people would have died if you had set off all those explosives?"
Hanfel didn't answer right away, scratching at his beard. When he did answer, his voice was quieter. "No. We underestimated how large the explosions would be and how many they'd send." His eyes turned to her, unflinching. "But knowing that, I still would have set them off. Better to have them kill Deathspawn and a few civilians than for all of them to be used on my people."
"I... can understand that." Once Tani would have said she didn't agree, but it was harder to say that so firmly now. War obviously did not obey the honorable rules of combat that spared civilians.
"Fortunately, we seem to have stopped Aryabaus from using them altogether. So the total deaths are fewer than if we'd gone through with our plan. Provided that we can take him down before he can use any more, I'll count it a victory."
"Do you think you actually have a chance to defeat him?"
"Right now, no." Hanfel scratched at his beard again, then smiled down at her. "But our total combat strength is increasing, so that will start to change. You all should help with that."
Tani nodded quietly and didn't continue the conversation. She wasn't sure how she felt about the resistance, but if they gave her a safe place to stay and time to train, that was worth something. Once she had more time to meditate on the skills Jaer had taught her, she was sure her head would seem clearer.
They left the dark, smoky tunnel for a larger room, lit not with torches but strange spheres set in the walls. Soft yellow light emanated from them, almost as pleasant as actual sunlight. There wasn't much to see in the illuminated room, just some simple chairs and equipment that looked like it was for a metalworker, but it was a relief not to be seeing by unstable torchlight.
Since Hanfel sat down to wait, Tani moved to one of the spheres. It was about as large as her hand and seemed to glow of its own accord. She touched it to see if it was hot and felt a tingle of sein moving through her body. As if the sphere drew it, though her sein remained within her fingers.
"How strange..." Tani looked up to find Celivia having followed her. "Have you seen anything like this before?"
"In a few places, but not since I came to the Chorhan Expanse. They aren't so expensive to make, but they require sein to create light." Celivia reached out and traced a finger over the edge of the sphere, which glowed brighter in response. "If you have enough warriors to donate sein from time to time, they're a much more pleasant method of lighting."
"I already like them much better." Tani experimentally touched it again, trying to let the sein flow out of her into the sphere, but couldn't figure out the trick to it. That did answer her question about whether such spheres could be used as weapons, however. Fortunately, it seemed not, at least not simply.
Before she could experiment for long, they were interrupted by a new warrior entering the room. Not Coran for once, an Estronese man in an elaborate green robe. He had a neatly trimmed goatee and blue eyes that swept over the room.
"Come over here one at a time and I'll remove your collars."
Though Tani was eager to have hers removed, she waited for someone else to step forward first. After a pause, Slaten did so. The Estronese man raised his hands around either side of Slaten's neck and focused, sein shifting in a way that Tani didn't understand. After some time passed, the collar popped open and fell, Slaten catching it before it hit the ground.
"We'll melt those down later. Just leave them by the forge."
As Slaten did so, Tani stepped up to have her collar removed next. The man didn't touch her and seemed to ignore her entirely, focused on the collar. That felt slightly strange, so after a pause she spoke up.
"Thank you for this. I'm Tani of the Nelee, who are you?"
The man only grunted in response. But after an awkward moment, another voice answered. "That's Graenin. He seems like an arrogant fucker, but once you get to know him, he's a really arrogant fucker."
Her collar opened a moment later and Tani was glad to let it fall to the floor, her shoulders finally released from the weight. She turned with a smile on her face to find Veron entering the room. After a broad wave to all of them, Veron drew her sword.
"Anybody else wants their collar removed, I'll get it done."
Slaten looked at her in surprise. "You could cut the iron without harming the person's neck?"
Veron shrugged. "I didn't say anything about not harming them. But if you're impatient, I'll give it a shot."
Meanwhile, Graenin just moved on to free Celivia. He might not be friendly, but Tani didn't mind his focus on what mattered.
That left Melal, who waited impatiently with his arms folded over his chest. Graenin gestured for him to come closer and Melal shook his head. Instead he reached up and grabbed the metal around his neck. After heaving for a moment, it tore apart with a wrenching sound. Melal grinned and dropped the two mangled halves to the ground.
"There, no need for anyone's help! Now, I want to talk to whoever is in charge of this place."
"Afraid that's hard." Veron put her sword away and walked up to him. Seeing her seemed to throw off Melal's swaggering a bit, if only because he wasn't subtle about staring at her body. "She doesn't like to talk to people. But if you hurry to the main room, you might get a chance to talk to her before she runs off again."
It wasn't like they had much choice. Their group headed in the direction Veron indicated - it seemed that she and Graenin weren't coming with them. Hanfel again led the way and Tani winced as they went back into tight corridors lit by the smoking torch.
Worse from a practical perspective, there were more side tunnels than she expected, some of them slanting up or down. Some had smoothed floors while the others were very rough, but it was clear that this cave complex was large and well-established. Surely they couldn't have done this much just during the time of the mansthein assault on East Corah. Though she didn't know Coran history well enough to be sure, Tani suspected that it must have had another use in times past.
Tani's eyes eagerly sought out the softer light ahead, looking into the next room. It was the largest chamber they had found so far, the ceiling perhaps twice her height. Instead of being made flat, one side of the room had several ridges of raised stone. When she got closer and saw how people were sitting on them, she realized that they were natural seats pointing toward the low end of the room.
Though several Corans sat in the room, most of them struck her as untrained, so Tani's gaze quickly focused on the two in the center. One was a young Coran man, the other a somewhat older Coran woman. Her gaze flickered between the two and the man drew her gaze first.
He had short blond hair and green eyes. At the moment he was taking off pieces of armor, of a style she thought was Eastern Coran. His tunic was a practical reddish brown, similar to the Coran tunics she knew and yet cut differently, with short tails on the sides. Perhaps he was from East Corah instead of the Expanse?
The fact that he looked somewhat similar to Melal with a stronger jaw made her hesitate, but she had to admit that he was handsome in the Coran way. Unlike Melal, his eyes were soft and thoughtful, and she could imagine herself falling into them. When he pulled off more of his armor, she admired how well-built his muscles were as well. To keep herself focused, Tani looked away from him.
Beside the Coran, the woman sat with the easy confidence of an experienced fighter. She wore her dark blond hair short and leather armor over most of her body. Tani spotted eight - no, nine - knives, including two partially hidden ones. The woman's expression was practically venomous as she argued with the young man, her body language suggesting that she did not like people arguing with her.
"These are the last two of our elites," Hanfel explained. "Narenel and Destrela."
The woman just scowled at them with eyes narrowed, while the man - Narenel - rose to his feet and gave an unusual one-handed bow. He had what seemed like an honest smile, which she was glad for. "I am pleased to meet with you. Veron spoke well of your skills and I am not truly worthy of being called an elite in this company, so I hope that we can work together."
"What's with that bow?" Melal stepped forward, frowning at him. "You think you're some kind of knight or something?"
"I was honored to be an apprentice to Lord Dantorel, before the violence. But I no longer hold any position, so the most I can do is regain what honor I have lost."
It was the first time that Tani had heard a Coran speaking about honor so seriously and she found herself liking Narenel more. Meanwhile, Melal seemed to consider this a personal affront and she didn't understand why. He was stepping forward, scowling, and though Narenel kept a smile on his face, his feet shifted to a combat stance.
"Stop it." Destrela stood up and walked in between them, breaking the tension. She moved with silent footsteps over to Hanfel. "Did you just bring them in here without searching them?"
Hanfel frowned. "We checked their things along the way. But they fled the prison, so it is not as though they were carrying a great many possessions."
"I don't care, bringing in this many people rubs me the wrong way. Strip search all of them."
Laeri gasped. "S-s-strip? Surely you can't mean..."
"Get out of that robe or I'll get someone to do it for you, girl." Destrela glared at Laeri and shifted one hand to the hilt of the dagger at her side, as if she planned to cut off Laeri's robe herself. Laeri gave another gasp and pulled back, clenching her staff tight to her body.
Tani's body reacted by going still and she tried to think if there was an alternative. That left her staring directly at Destrela, and she didn't realize until the older woman met her gaze. Not liking what she saw there, Destrela stepped up to her with a deepening scowl.
"You have a problem with that, girl?"
"Yes, I do." Tani refused to let herself back down, even though Destrela's shoulders tensed like she was about to strike at any moment.
"Well, you don't have a choice. It doesn't have to be a long process, I'll just do it myse-" Destrela reached down toward Tani's waist, and at that moment Celivia reached from the side and grabbed her wrist. There was a moment of frozen shock as Destrela stared at her.
Then three movements happened in quick succession, so fast that Tani could do no more than watch.
Destrela twisted her arm out of Celivia's grip while her left hand drew a dagger. She stabbed out with it, barely missing Celivia's arm as it pulled back. Without any hesitation, Destrela had already drawn a second dagger with her other hand and stabbed again. This one Celivia evaded only by taking a large step back.
That left the two of them facing each other from a short distance, Destrela glaring hatred and Celivia's face neutral. From watching their movements, Tani realized that Destrela was one of the fastest people she'd ever seen. Celivia had managed to avoid her blows, but hadn't had any time to counterattack. It was obvious who would win if they fought, and Celivia must have known that, yet she'd still stepped in.
"You think you're special?" Destrela's gaze turned back to Tani, but she refused to back down. "Warriors stronger than you die every day and no one even notices. If you ever cross me again, much less touch me, I will gut you. Do you understand?"
Celivia stepped in between them and for a while Tani didn't see how the situation could be resolved. At that moment Narenel pushed to the center of the confrontation, arms raised in a pacifying gesture. "What matters here is making sure that our headquarters remain secure. Destrela, I don't recall us doing anything like that before - do you have a particular reason to be skeptical of them?"
After glaring at all of them, her gaze lingering on Tani, Destrela turned away. "Just a bad feeling."
"Well, there is no need to assault our guests. They will surely want to clean themselves shortly after their long journey. While they are doing so, they can show us their equipment and other supplies. Will that be acceptable?"
The answer got nothing but a grumble from Destrela, but Hanfel nodded and Tani suspected that meant the conflict would pass. Though the idea he mentioned made her a little uncomfortable, it was far better than the confrontation had been a moment ago. Tani flashed him a smile and she thought he nodded back, but he seemed much more focused on the tense situation, which was reasonable.
"Just what do you think you're doing?" Melal walked in, ignoring Destrela to frown in Narenel's face. Narenel sighed and turned to him.
"I'm sorry, have I done something to offend you?"
"All of this offends me. I'm the goddamn Hero and no one gives me any respect!" The declaration got everyone's attention, though Tani saw more skepticism than awe. Melal drew in a breath and seemed to swell, his posture more regal and his eyes shining a brighter white. Narenel's eyes widened.
"Are you truly the Hero of the Legend?"
"Of course I am! And I don't want to hear another word out of you! From now on, you take my orders, we're going t-"
Destrela moved in front of him, her dagger pointed at his chest with startling speed. Even Melal shut up when he saw that. "Be quiet or I'll kill you. It doesn't matter if you're a hero or the king himself, I'm not going to listen to an arrogant brat."
Melal turned all his attention on her and Tani had to focus to avoid letting her mind slide toward him. "You think you can just rule this whole resistance by force?"
"No. All the elites get a vote, and I'll listen to anybody who has a good point. You haven't made one." Destrela glared over all of them, then began to walk away, ignoring Melal's presence. "None of you are really members here until you prove yourselves. Until then, I'll treat anything suspicious as betrayal. And you can guess what the punishment for betrayal is."
That left them all standing uncomfortably as she stalked away. Narenel gave everyone an apologetic smile, while Hanfel just rolled his eyes as if this wasn't the first time. Soon they were moving again, though Tani's thoughts stayed in the room.
She was personally capable of ignoring the Hero's presence, but this was the first time she had seen so many other people do so too. No, she remembered how Veron had disregarded Efeinas at first. Perhaps it was because Melal wasn't as terrifyingly focused as the other Heroes? Tani needed to clear her mind, but there was too much going at the moment.
Better to focus on something simpler. Celivia still walked near her, lost in thought. Tani wanted to take her hand and give it a squeeze, but wasn't sure if that would come across right. She settled for getting the other woman's attention and mouthing the words "thank you", which got her a quick smile in response.
Their time with the resistance was not off to a good start. But as they walked forward, Tani heard something that caught her attention. She sped up to get nearer to Hanfel and interrupted his tour. "Did you say there are pools here?"
"That's right, some sort of natural spring. You should probably get cleaned up before you use them, but rest assured we don't lack for water here." It had been a long time since Tani had felt fully clean, so she looked forward to it despite a few misgivings. Meanwhile, Hanfel continued explaining. "These tunnels lead to the common area and the sleeping chambers. We've divided them into several groups - you'll start out here until you find your proper place, so feel free to take bed supplies but don't get too comfortable."
As they walked into the next chamber, it finally started to come home to Tani that this was really happening. Her collar was broken, she had been introduced to new allies, and now they were being given places to sleep. This cavern system would be her life for now.
Tani closed her eyes and hoped that she'd made the right choice.




Chapter 41

-
"First and foremost, I beseech you not to listen to those who counsel negotiation or even surrender to the Deathspawn. The Legend says that some human kingdoms will fall and some will surrender, but others will stand firm. For those who stand, it promises great difficulty, but rebirth after the final battle. For those who surrender, the Legend promises nothing at all. Is a bit of present comfort worth the risk?"
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Slaten stared at the ceiling, realizing how strange it was to wake up and not need to work or travel. Allegedly, his only task now was to prepare for combat. Despite the uncertainties related to the resistance, he didn't mind this.
He sat up in bed and collected himself before he began moving. The room of bunks hewn into the stone still struck him as odd. Based on the filled beds around him, it seemed that many were still sleeping, but others were just going to sleep or wide awake - without sunlight in the caverns, he wondered how much they stuck to a natural rhythm at all.
They'd been given basic instructions the day before, enough that Slaten knew where the facilities were. After he'd relieved and cleaned himself, he took his sword and headed out to find the others. Though the caverns were a maze, they'd been restricted to a smaller part of it, so it was simple to pass through the corridor to the first chamber.
There he only had to wait for a short time before Tani and Celivia appeared, talking to one another. They stopped when they saw him and Tani smiled. "Good morning, Slaten. Do the men's quarters have bunks in the walls too?"
"Most rooms have about eight, though many are irregular. Same for you?"
"There aren't as many rooms for us." Tani shook her head. "It sounds like the resistance has just slightly more men than women, but once you take out cooks and other support, it becomes much more unbalanced. The quarters we're in are only for trainees, so if all goes well we'll be moved to deeper chambers in thirty days or so."
Slaten nodded, though he felt slightly ashamed that he hadn't considered gathering more information himself. Tani and Celivia had clearly spoken to many others in the women's quarters to get a sense for their environment, while he'd barely spoken to anyone. Few had seemed to care about him either, just grunting if he was in the way.
"Is Teren okay?" he asked. Tani nodded.
"She was sleeping soundly when we left."
Celivia turned away as she spoke, glancing around the various exit tunnels. "Did they tell you where we were supposed to meet?" she asked. Slaten could only shake his head.
"I am afraid I don't know that. I assumed it was here because this was the first chamber before they split into quarters."
"There aren't many other options. As many tunnels are there are around here, they loop together in a large dead end. Everyone passes through here on the way out - I'm guessing that the caverns are generally contained in that way, otherwise security would be impossible."
Another good thing to know. Before they could say more, Narenel entered the room. He no longer wore any armor and he had two swords at his side - a large two-handed blade and a shorter one, perhaps for use in the cramped tunnels. Though he seemed surprised to see them, he smiled as he approached.
"You three are up early. I'm glad you didn't go further into the tunnels or I'd have had to find you."
Tani smiled back. "Are we going to begin training today? Do we lead that ourselves, or is there a more specific plan?"
"There's a plan I'll explain in a bit." Narenel looked back to the tunnels and frowned. "Could I trouble you to go find Melal and Laeri? I'll stay here in case they come this way."
A reasonable request, since Narenel couldn't go into the women's quarters and Melal disliked him. Slaten headed back to find Melal's room, where he lay wrapped up in his blanket. It took a great deal of poking to get him to wake up, but finally Melal shuffled after him, yawning and rubbing his eyes. Though it would have been more respectful to give him time to prepare, Slaten was too curious to see what was in store for them.
By the time he got back, the others had already returned with Laeri. Narenel smiled at all of them, then headed into one of the corridors with a gesture over his shoulder to follow.
"Uncle Sir Balunel will be the one overseeing your training, not one as unworthy as I. But since Uncle Sir is an old man who needs his rest, and is also busy with other work, I have been assigned to show you the training caverns and explain our goals and expectations for you."
As they moved, they passed into a different tunnel than the day before, this time heading upward along a corridor that was better lit with sein spheres. Slaten was curious about this Balunel, but Tani asked first. "Uncle Sir? Is that a title for a knight? Or is he your relative?"
Narenel laughed awkwardly. "Ah, no, that is... Balunel trained in the Expanse, not in Corah, so he is not a knight. But he is a wise and honorable man, so it feels disrespectful for me to call him simply 'Uncle Balunel' - and no, he is not my uncle."
"It's a Coran thing," Melal said, then yawned.
"He would prefer that I not call him that, actually. Uncle Sir may seem strange, and you should know that he lost his sight many years ago and so he no longer fights. But he was a true master in his day, and his wisdom has not diminished. I have already learned a great deal from him and I hope that you can as well."
It didn't take them long to reach their destination, an unusually large room. Though it started out dark, as he entered Narenel touched several of the spheres on the walls and they lit the room with a pleasant glow. The room was divided into several sections: an area with practice weapons and targets for striking, an empty space worn completely smooth, a Coran wrestling ring, and one area that seemed to have been made especially uneven, perhaps for footwork purposes.
Narenel turned back and threw his hands to either side. "No doubt you'll spend a great deal of time in this room, so I hope you find it to your liking. We do have other rooms and more equipment available, but you will meet with Uncle Sir here."
"How exactly will we be training?" Celivia asked. "Surely there's a better military strategy than just exhorting us to get stronger."
"Indeed, there is. In the absence of those above me, I will do my best to explain." Narenel clasped his hands in front of him formally and took a moment to consider his words. "If we were free to pursue our disciplines for their own sake, we might train in one way. Spend ten years creating a deep foundation upon which to build. Unfortunately, we do not have ten years - we likely do not even have one, given how aggressive Aryabaus has been. So, how do we prepare?"
Melal yawned loudly and shook himself awake. "Train in raw power, obviously."
"That's one answer, but not the fastest. If you want to improve combat potential without hindering long term development, y-"
"Are you saying my answer was stupid?" Melal squared his shoulders and started to move up to Narenel again. Slaten watched, unsure if there was anything he could or should do. He remembered Melal speaking about arrogant Coran knights and could vaguely guess at why he might be so antagonistic. But that was only a guess, and he had no standing to interrupt them.
Fortunately, Tani didn't feel so restrained. "Just let him explain, Melal." He glared at her but settled back, so after an awkward pause Narenel kept speaking.
"Your answer was right in a sense. The easiest way to seek more power is to... pick low hanging fruit." Narenel frowned. "That is a common saying in Corah, but you don't have so many fruit trees here. Does it make sense?"
Slaten nodded. "To take the easiest rewards first."
"Exactly. To pick a simple example, it is surprisingly easy to turn a rabble of untrained farmers into a force of some effectiveness. Teach them to move together, to follow orders, to thrust with spears, to know when to give way to a stronger warrior, and so on. In terms of the benefit gained in the time available, simple drills and discipline offer the highest rewards.
"We have some people attempting to train the peasants like this, but not anywhere near here. However, we do have some younger warriors working on the next useful stage: being able to perceive sein for the first time. They may not be able to use advanced techniques, but the physical benefits will be helpful indeed."
After that, Slaten knew it became more difficult. Warriors needed to deepen their understanding of themselves, retrain their instincts, improve their bodies, develop useful skills... he didn't see any way of rushing through that. Apparently Narenel expected that objection, because he raised a hand to signal patience.
"Beyond that, there are no simple steps forward. Naive warriors might think they can gain significantly more power just by increasing the sein flowing through them, but that alone is insufficient in real combat. Attempting to rush through the difficult work will either fail, or produce warriors useful only in very limited contexts." Narenel clasped his hands again and smiled at them. "Fortunately, you are here because you have already put in that hard work."
"I understand that," Tani said, "but what 'low hanging fruit' do we have? I've never heard my master speak of anything like that."
"What you can do now is unlock the value of work you have already done. If you have followed good training traditions, you have been developing your sein in ways you cannot fully use. Or perhaps you have learned skills held back by your limited strength. Now, by deepening your understanding of sein, you can increase your usable strength considerably even if your actual strength remains the same."
Logical enough, which would mean pure sein training again. Slaten had attempted some, but it had been difficult to move forward and it had always seemed more important to learn practical skills. Perhaps with time to focus on this, he could take meaningful steps forward.
Tani nodded thoughtfully, likely thinking the same thing. Laeri frowned as if puzzled, while Celivia gave no hint as to her thoughts - since she was a step ahead of them in sein, Slaten wondered if she could benefit from this.
Melal folded his arms irritably before speaking. "Fine, I get it. What comes after that? I'm not going to have any trouble with this level of power, so what do I aim for next?"
Narenel seemed actually offended, for a moment speechless. In a way he reminded Slaten of some Oken elders who hated having their authority challenged. Unlike them, Narenel managed to smile and answer before too long. "Once you have a strong foundation in sein, you can begin focusing on improving your strengths."
"And after that?"
"After a great deal of work, complete knowledge of sein could be attained. Beyond that, I am not worthy to presume any knowledge. Every Master Knight who has honored me with a lesson has said that mastery is the beginning of the path, not the ending."
Melal snorted and turned away. Slaten might have considered it arrogant, but he remembered how easily Melal had undone the damage from the Scorched Palm. His own fingers twitched in pain.
The lesson seemed to be over, but Balunel was nowhere to be seen. After the silence stretched further, Celivia spoke up again. "You said that Balunel was a true master, though retired. How close are the other strongest warriors here?"
"A good question, but one of much dispute." Narenel offered her an apologetic smile and a half-shrug. "Sir Hanfel has excellent skills in combat, but his knowledge of sein is not a master's. Sir Graenin claims to perceive sein with all senses, but I cannot judge his skill because his discipline is so different than mine. I have not seen Sir Destrela in combat, regrettably. From what little I have seen of Sir Veron, she seems to have extensively developed certain skills and neglected some others."
All unquestionably stronger than him, yet none truly masters. It was very different than the clear progression of ranks in an Oken village, but Slaten was not surprised that things became less clear outside that hierarchy. In the end, exact ranking didn't matter at all, only who could kill who.
"So, who's strongest?" Melal asked. Narenel could only shrug.
"The only thing I can say for certain is that I am not worthy of the respect paid me by placing me alongside them. I must humbly attempt to keep up with m-"
"Oh, come on. Who would win in a fight?"
Narenel frowned, and this time didn't hide it with a smile. "Who can say? Sir Graenin would have an advantage at a distance, yet I believe he would struggle more than I if Sir Hanfel was able to grasp him. Yet would his skills in hand to hand combat fare well against someone like Sir Destrela? No doubt many other factors would come into play."
"Yeah? Let's try something easier." Melal stepped up to Narenel again. "What about you against me?"
Narrowing his eyes, Narenel met his gaze and refused to back down. Slaten felt the tension between them increase... and then suddenly a note of music interrupted them.
The sharp note rang strangely off the cave walls. Another followed it, a different pitch but equally strange. Slaten knew very little of music, but the notes sounded discordant to him. Everyone had stopped at the sound, looking for the source. He guessed that Celivia had the best chance of locating it and followed her gaze to the uneven portion of the room.
An elderly man sat up from behind one of the protrusions, plucking at a long, thin harp. Gray strands of hair stuck out from his head and he bent at an uncomfortable angle, yet despite all the wrinkles on his face, his skin was strangely clear. All he wore was a loose brown robe with stains on the front, bound with a rope. Slaten found it impossible to even guess his strength, but based on the milky white of his eyes, he must be the elder Balunel.
As they watched, the old man ignored them entirely, fiddling with his harp. He would pluck a string, frown at the sound, then twist a knob at the end. Yet he seemed to move from string to string randomly, and when Slaten kept track he saw that he frequently frowned more when he returned to a string the second time.
"Uncle Sir Balunel!" Narenel gave him a more respectful bow than he'd given everyone else. The old man seemed to notice them for the first time - he didn't look toward them, but cocked his ear in their direction.
"Do I have another nephew? I can never keep track..." His voice was cracked yet strong.
"Uncle Sir... you know who I am..." Narenel raised his head and cast the man a long-suffering glance. Balunel didn't seem to pay much attention, plucking a note that made many of the others wince.
"I remember a decent young man, but I thought I'd told him something about titles... oh, but who can remember these things?" Balunel rose to his feet and used his harp like a cane, tapping forward until he found a protrusion large enough to sit on. Once he found it, he moved to sit without any apparent difficulty.
Narenel sighed and raised his head from bowing position. "Balunel, I've brought the five new recruits. You do remember that you agreed to work with them?"
"Oh, yes. That's why I was waiting here."
"Then I will leave them in your capable hands." Narenel walked to the exit before stopping and turning back to face them. "There is little else I can do for you, but I am certain I will see you here and I hope that one day I will see you on assignment as well. Train dutifully!"
With that exhortation, he was gone. Balunel sat for a moment, playing off-key notes and mumbling to himself under his breath. It soon became more than a moment. Slaten was starting to wonder just how long they would need to wait when Melal rose to his feet.
"Are you going to teach us or not, old man?"
"I'm not sure." The mild response seemed to take Melal aback, and meanwhile the old man began playing notes more frequently. Slaten tried to keep an open mind when it came to music, but the sound of it bothered him and no one else seemed to be enjoying it either.
Melal took a step closer to him, looming over elder Balunel. "Are you really a master, or just a senile old man that everyone respects because of his gray hair?"
That got no answer at all. Balunel frowned and twisted several of the knobs more, then tried to play again. Still unpleasant.
"Dammit!" Melal threw up his hands and turned away. "I don't need this, I can j-"
One of the strings snapped and the jarring sound shook the room. Melal staggered several steps, Laeri fell over with a cry, and all the rest of them pulled back. It had felt almost like being struck in the face with a gust of wind, yet Slaten had tasted blood in his mouth when it happened.
Balunel seemed as surprised as any of them, ear cocked down at his harp. The long hair that fell all over his face had been blown straight back. After feeling the broken string, he sighed, then began tuning one of the others.
There were many stories of masters who made their apprentices perform strange tasks to prove their devotion, but this struck Slaten as odd. He also felt as though Narenel would have warned them if that was to be the case. Just when it seemed as though Balunel might really go on tuning his harp and ignoring them, he stopped plucking stings and spoke.
"What is inner strength? Or, as you may call it, sein?"
The serious question left everyone taken aback. After a pause, Melal sat down with a scowl to listen. Since no one seemed ready to answer, Slaten spoke up first. "Sein is the energy of life in concentrated form."
"Maybe." Balunel plucked one of the strings repeatedly, not seeming to even listen to it. As the note continued, it became clear that wasn't the answer he wanted. Laeri sat up straight and answered formally.
"Sein is the breath not taken. Sein is the shadow of the sun. Sein is the other side of the sky. Sein is the light between the stars." It had the smooth flow of a rehearsed answer, though it meant nothing to Slaten. Balunel seemed just as surprised, blinking and beginning to pluck a different string over and over.
"Oh my. You're going to confuse this old man."
It quickly became obvious that no answer was forthcoming and he was happy to listen to the off-tune note longer than they were. Slaten disliked this sort of riddle and glanced to the others. Melal was sulking and Tani looked thoughtful. After a while, Celivia answered next. "Sein is power. Nothing more or less."
Balunel chuckled at that and began plucking another note. "Hard to argue with that."
He went on plucking, making Melal growl and Slaten sigh. Yet this time, after the pause had dragged on for a time, the old man began to play multiple strings again, this time without tuning them. Odd as each note was, together they formed a simple song that sounded almost appropriate. Tani smiled broadly and inclined her head respectfully.
"Is that Master Balunel's lesson? Each view of sein is like a single note, true but incomplete. One string may be necessary, but it is not the song. Sein is the song."
The old man's hands went still on the harp and his eyes stared toward the ceiling. He smiled gently and shifted his head toward them. "That is really very clever. I'm afraid that I didn't realize that I was playing my harp, though. I'm really growing rather forgetful in my old age." Balunel set the harp aside and turned to face them before settling his hands in his lap and speaking.
"All of you know your strength already. You can feel it in your veins, in your mind, in your soul. You will not come to understand it better via riddles or tricks. I simply wanted to know which riddles you brought me." Balunel gave them all a gentle smile, staring over their heads. "I had a dream where that nice young man was discussing how to gain power quickly. Was that only in my mind, or was it real?"
Slaten nodded, realized that was useless, and answered aloud. "He did speak to us about it."
"Oh, good." After a sigh of relief, Balunel continued. "As he said, your aim now is to uncover what you already have. Now, think carefully of all your techniques. All of the positions, the flow of inner strength, the execution of them. Do you have them all clearly in your mind, absolutely precise?"
Such a broad task would be difficult, but perhaps that was what it took. Slaten tried to begin by listing every technique he knew, then thinking about them in succession. Thinking of them all together seemed impossible, but perhaps with enough time...
"Okay, now forget about them. What matters to us is what those skills require, at the core. They are thirst, and sein is the water that quenches that thirst. If your body is a forest, you have ventured into that forest. Smelled or tasted or touched sein and used that sensation to dig a deep hole in which water can pool. When you act, you drink from that pool.
"But you see, not all thirsts are quenched by the same water. Sometimes water isn't enough." Balunel scratched his head and frowned. "That doesn't really make any sense. This is a bad metaphor. Let me start over."
"No, what you have said is very helpful!" Tani poured positive emotion into her words. "We understand your meaning, please keep teaching us."
"Different kinds of water doesn't make any sense, though. Perhaps some waters are different than others, but different kinds of thirst?"
"Perhaps you could use more than water? I have heard it said that the thirst for water is different than the thirst for alcohol."
"A well filled with alcohol? That seems rather foolish, doesn't it? Besides, I shouldn't be encouraging fine young people to drink. What kind of uncle would that make me?" Balunel seemed honestly troubled by this possibility, eyes shifting at random though they saw nothing. When he started to reach for his harp again, Laeri stamped a foot on the ground.
"We already know this! Obviously sein is more than one type of energy, even if it flows together. Even the dumbest of mudmen knows that!"
Balunel chuckled and shook his head. "My apologies, young lady, my apologies. There was a time when young warriors learned everything they needed to know of inner strength before they ventured out into the world. But I think your group has already lived through many battles of life or death, yes?"
Melal growled. "Of course we have!"
"Forget the foolish forest or talk of water and wine. Think only of sein as pools. The untrained have only a single, shallow pool. It moves with them as they go about their lives, with only a slight ripple. You young warriors have created much deeper pools based on your knowledge of sein. For example, those who taste sein usually use it to move more quickly, yes?"
Slaten blinked as he realized that it was true for him. The elders had always said that the sensations were random and only a path toward sein, yet the pattern held as far as he knew. And though he hadn't grasped the full form of it, Balunel's words rang true to him.
"When you act, most likely you draw strength from the shallow pool. It is fed by the deep wells you have trained within yourselves, but the shallow pool is weak and muddied. Draw from the wells themselves, and you will be far more powerful. Most likely you already do this when you use established techniques, polished by years of teaching. But now I will teach you to do so intentionally and without technique."
"Master Balunel, I have a question." Tani caught herself half-way through an automatic bow. "My master said that sein flows from different sources, but that I should not concern myself with this for now and draw from all of them. Is this the same principle?"
"Indeed it is." Balunel's face lit up in a smile. "And that is indeed a good teaching for a young warrior. But now it is time for you to understand on a deeper level. And as our young knightly friend said, you must learn to tap into the wells you have been building unconsciously. When you gain that power, and more importantly gain the knowledge to use it properly, then your arts will be greatly elevated."
Balunel reached down to his side and touched the stone there. Then began patting his hand around in a larger area. A moment later he picked up his harp and tapped around himself.
"Isn't there a bowl of water here?"
"I'm afraid not, Master," Tani said.
"Well, then this lesson won't work at all. How foolish of me to forget the water. You'll have to come back tomorrow." Balunel slumped and began muttering to himself while plucking at his harp again.
They all glanced at one another, not sure if this was another test. When the out-of-tune music continued for long enough, Tani got up and ran out. She came back soon with a wooden bowl of water and set it down beside him.
"Here is some water, Master."
"Oh, thank you." He picked up the bowl without the slightest hesitation, drank all of it, then sighed in satisfaction. "That has helped quench this old man's thirst, you have my thanks. Which is why I said 'thank you,' I suppose."
Tani looked at him for a moment, then sighed and went to get another bowl of water.
When the second bowl was set in his hands, Balunel seemed to rouse himself and the focus from the early part of his lesson returned. "This is a simple exercise that will allow this old man to evaluate you. It is not some trick or a chance to show off, so there is no need for technique. What I need is for each of you to place your hand in the water and let your strength flow through you, as intensely as you can. Then I can give you my guidance. We can start with the kind girl who gave me the water earlier."
"Then I will begin, Master."
Balunel lifted the bowl toward her in one hand, fully extended from his body and yet not wavering in the slightest. Tani slipped her palm beneath the surface and closed her eyes, sein flowing through her. Was anything in the water changing? Based on their experience so far, Slaten didn't want to be skeptical, but he failed to see how anything could change.
After a time, Balunel pulled the bowl back and fumbled in his robe. He eventually pulled a small cup out, dipped it into the water, and took a drink. Then he gave another sigh, just as he had before. As the silence stretched, Tani drying off her hand, Slaten began to wonder i-
"Your inner strength has developed in a truly balanced way, girl. I would guess that you can smell and taste sein, but the other senses escape you?"
Tani looked surprised for a moment, then smiled broadly. "That's exactly right, Master."
"Though your development has been balanced, you would be best served by attempting to feel sein next. Unless I am much mistaken, I caught a taste of a rather profound mental technique? That has taken you closer to your destination than you know, so simply focus and you will deepen your comprehension of sein in no time."
"Thank you for your guidance." Tani backed away, leaving the rest of them wondering who would go next. Before they could, Laeri spoke.
"Are you really going to drink the water after we all put our hands in it? Won't it become dirty?"
"What?" Balunel 's bushy eyebrows shot up. "Are you getting dirt in my water? Wash your hands, you filthy children!"
"Ah, no... I didn't mean..." Laeri seemed rather startled by his reaction, but Balunel forgot about it the next moment.
"You can be next, girl. Step forward."
After self-consciously wiping off her hand, Laeri moved forward and dipped it into the water. It took no time at all for Balunel to pull the bowl back and take a drink, though he sipped the water more slowly, face shifting through several expressions.
"Difficult, difficult. I could give you guidance, but I believe you follow another path that I have never walked. The inner strength you should pursue next... I believe you would call it starlight?"
Laeri's eyes went wide. "Yes, that's just what I'm struggling to master now! How did you know? Have you studied Estronese techniques?"
"Just a guess, just a guess. I've gotten a little taste for it from that Estronese fellow who comes by sometimes. He no doubt uses the same words you do, but I think he does not enjoy teaching. And your sein feels like that of a healer to me. Perhaps you should be assigned to work with Auntie Elima - she is our little group's head healer and she can no doubt do better for you."
That struck Slaten as an obvious decision, but Laeri nodded gratefully and pulled back. No one approached after she moved away, and Balunel started to reach for his harp again, so Slaten stepped forward.
Was he really supposed to do nothing but let his sein flow through his hand? Though he did not know the art, manipulating water was common enough. Without it, he didn't see how sein that stayed within the hand could possibly affect the water at all, much less enough that the old man could taste it. For now, Slaten simply followed instructions.
It took longer for Balunel to react and Slaten grew nervous, but eventually the old man pulled the bowl back and took a cup. After draining it, he shook his head.
"You have some strength, but your training has been scattered and flawed. It could take you a decade or more to right these imbalances, and many warriors never do."
"Then... what does that mean for me?"
"Oh, you can do the same as the others. You should seek to smell sein next. The difficulty is that accessing this new pool... it will not blend so well with what you have learned to this point. You will need to stretch yourself in a new direction. But perhaps it will be worth it in the end." Balunel turned away from him, cocking his head toward the remaining two. "Next, next!"
Slaten moved back, thinking about what had been said. He disliked the insult to all his effort so far, but despite the old man's oddities, Slaten believed that Balunel was a true master. All he could do was accept the truth of it and try to move on from there.
Meanwhile, Celivia had moved to place her hand in the water. When Balunel drank it, he frowned and took another cup. After drinking that one more slowly, he shook his head.
"Your inner strength is odd, but the balance is excellent. You have also passed the point that most of your friends seek to reach, so you have no easy gains ahead of you. Though you will still benefit from learning to see and then taste sein, simply not as dramatically." Balunel frowned and looked almost directly toward her. "But that is not what troubles me. Are you ill, child? Or perhaps poisoned?"
"It's not exactly poison," Celivia said reluctantly. "But yes, it's something I seek to overcome."
"Well, I cannot advise you in that. But though your body can resist it for now, it is no doubt hindering you. If you wish to increase your strength, the first thing you must do is expel this poison."
"I'm working on it." With that, Celivia turned away and moved to sit with the others, eyes dark. Slaten shifted beside her and gave her a concerned look.
"Is everything okay?"
She waved a hand and responded without looking at him. "He's exaggerating the severity. It's personal. I'll deal with it myself."
"Is there anything we can do to help?"
Celivia shot him a sharp glance and Slaten realized that he'd been foolish. She'd all but told him that she didn't want to talk about it, but he had blundered past the hints. Fortunately, she didn't seem to hate him, simply retreating into herself. Whatever the issue was, it must be more personal than it appeared. He wanted to help, but would have to keep his distance.
Meanwhile, Melal finally got to his feet. His sulk seemed to have ended, instead he moved with focused determination. When he reached Balunel he drew himself up, not arrogantly but with a greater purpose. When he reached down to touch the water, Balunel gave a surprised murmur and pulled it back almost immediately.
The old man's hand shook as he dipped a cup into the water. He had only taken a single sip before he released a slow sigh. "My late master told me of this, but I had never seen it for myself."
Melal folded his arms. "What?"
"Your understanding of inner strength is not so deep, and your foundation has almost as many flaws as the previous young man. But your path..." Balunel set down the bowl and cup heavily. "You do not need to practice feeling sein with any of the normal senses. Instead... you can advance directly to feeling it with your soul. This is an unusual ability, seen only extremely rarely. But if you can perceive your inner strength with your soul, you will understand it more truly than with all the normal senses combined."
"Of course." Melal stepped back, his eyes shimmering white. "I am the Hero, after all."
"Perhaps you are." The old man fumbled his hand over the stones before picking up his harp and beginning to pluck at the strings again. "That is all for today, young warriors. You have all been shown your path onward, the only question now is how you will walk it."
It was a clear dismissal, so they began to leave. Slaten wanted to thank the old master, but speaking would be rude and he would not see a movement. In the end Slaten settled for bowing regardless and then followed the others into the tunnel.
Given how much they had been taught, he had more than enough to think about. Yet all that Slaten could focus on was how bright Melal's eyes had been at the end.




Chapter 42

-
"You may think that I am like your foolish nieces, asking what dress the Legend has foretold them to wear to a given ball. Such foolishness has become common, and though it may sometimes reflect faith in the Legend, it is a distraction from the truth."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Just in case, Kolanin shifted the flow of his sein to resist poison. But in truth, he doubted that he was being served anything other than good food.
All the Rhen around him leaned in to watch, with looks ranging from eager to suspicious. He pretended to ignore all of them, simply picking up his spoon and taking a bite of the mashed grain he'd been given. It had a rich flavor, mixed with beans and spices, but he kept his face completely neutral. After a pause, he took another bite, dragging it out.
Finally Kolanin set down his spoon and clasped his hands together. "It's delicious!" he said in Lanhao.
That received a chorus of approval, mostly in Lanhao. Other than a few phrases he had learned for the sake of politeness, he didn't know the language at all. But it seemed clear that everyone knew that; they simply appreciated the effort. Kolanin remained in his seat as everyone at the table began to eat as well and continued eating so that his appreciation wouldn't seem like a lie.
It did taste good, but Kolanin couldn't really enjoy it at the moment. He was too focused on his task. His eyes slid toward the next table, filled with warriors instead of local merchants. Soon he would move there, but not too quickly.
The Telnaa building, if it could be called that, was laid out in a straight line. It had no walls, only the pillars that supported the roof, but everyone entered only from the marked doorway at the far end. The pillars were stone but the roof was wood, an exorbitant luxury in this arid part of the Chorhan Expanse.
Since the Telnaa tribe traded less than others, they had limited resources, but he was impressed with how many different ways they found to serve what they had. At every table since the first, he'd been served something new. Most were rather spicy, but they were diverse dishes using the ingredients in creative ways. Fortunately, since he'd run here under his own power, his body was ready for all the food.
Moving up the tables had been a risky choice, but based on the reactions it seemed to have been the right decision. There had been a chance that it would be viewed as false humility, since he could have simply walked straight to the head table as the representative of the mansthein. Fortunately, the Telnaa seemed to appreciate his efforts.
Just as he was finishing his food, the woman across from him leaned forward and spoke in Coran. "It isn't too spicy for you?" Though he hadn't learned the details of their clothing, he knew she wasn't dressed as a warrior. Perhaps a cook? Best to answer carefully.
"It is certainly more spicy than the previous tables, but I enjoy it." Kolanin took another bite and smiled at her. She gave an odd smile back.
"The Corans always say our food is much too spicy."
"And you thought mansthein would be the same way?"
She shrugged. "I wasn't sure. I am Eteleli of the Telnaa, by the way. So you've eaten food like this before?"
"I am Kolanin. I have not eaten food exactly like this, but spicy food doesn't bother me."
"Hmm, so Deathspawn food is spicy? I don't think I've eaten any."
Kolanin just smiled past the term. "We have tribes of our own, you know. In my home, food was not nearly so spicy as this. But I've traveled in multiple parts of Orphos - food in Fein Karnak is very spicy, for example."
"As spicy as this?" The woman picked up one of the bowls in the center of the table and sprinkled more of its contents over his remaining food. "We were taking it easy on you, you know. You haven't seen how spicy Telnaa food can be."
He clasped his hands in thanks and gave her an ironic smile. "I thank you for your mercy."
While he finished his food Kolanin pretended to be overwhelmed and took additional drinks of water. Untruthful, but a mild untruth that the woman seemed to appreciate. By the time Kolanin had finished the mash, there were fewer looks of distrust from the table. Several of the Rhen at the table said farewells to him as they sent him on to the next.
Unlike the previous tables, when Kolanin approached the warriors, they ignored him. This hadn't been mentioned in any of his research about the Telnaa. He stood nearby, putting his arms in his sleeves and simply waiting. Going past them to the leaders' table would be a definite insult, especially since his primary concern here was getting the tribe's warriors on his side.
After a time, one of the warriors stood up from his stool and gave him a broad smile. "Come, Deathspawn! I will make space for you, since you had so little trouble against our scouts."
"I apologize for any trouble I caused." Kolanin resisted the urge to lower his head, since they didn't respect the gesture, and instead clasped his hands again.
"No, no, we're thankful that you showed us your skills. Please, sit! I am sure you are hungry, after eating the simple food of past tables. Here, you can eat your fill!"
The warrior spoke too heartily and Kolanin didn't see any real warmth in his eyes. Everyone else watched a little too closely. Still, he smiled back and moved to sit in the stool that he was offered. After he had been offered this much hospitality, they wouldn't attack him directly unless they intended to violate all of their customs. If he didn't need to fight all of them, Kolanin didn't feel threatened.
When he sat down, he had barely touched the stool when it was kicked out from under him.
Kolanin shifted his feet and tensed his body, remaining in place seated on the air. He calmly reached forward to pick up the long-tined fork in front of him, using it to slide a piece of meat into his mouth. "It is delicious, thank you." As he took another piece, Kolanin switched back to Coran. "The stool you have offered is also very comfortable."
That broke the tension, the majority of the warriors laughing uproariously. The one who had offered him the stool flushed in rage and several of the others seemed annoyed or at least not amused. Those would require watching if he continued working with the Telnaa.
One of the disgruntled warriors was the man on his right, who eyed him as they ate. He was trying to hide his hatred, but not very well. When Kolanin extended his fork to take another piece of meat, the man moved faster, spearing it with his fork and popping it into his mouth.
"Sorry, Deathspawn. Did you want that one?" He smirked as he chewed the meat. Kolanin responded with a neutral smile.
"No, you are welcome to it."
"Good." The warrior stared back at him, simply holding his fork ready.
When Kolanin tried to take another piece, it was again swept away before he could touch it. Kolanin simply redirected, taking another piece. But as he brought it back toward his mouth, the warrior actually jabbed out, hooking the tines of his fork and flicking the piece of meat off.
Though surprised, Kolanin reacted on instinct, lunging out to catch it again. This time he didn't try to pull the fork back, just flicked the meat back toward his mouth. Messy, but less risk of-
The warrior intercepted it before it reached his face, intentionally stabbing just in front of his eyes and spearing the meat before it could reach his mouth. Not violence, just the promise of violence. Kolanin saw the man's smirk from the corner of his eyes and knew that he thought he'd won this little contest.
So instead, Kolanin bit down on his fork. His teeth easily snapped through the wood, letting the meat drop to the ground and leaving the warrior holding only part of a handle. This got a more mixed response, though many of the warriors cheered appreciatively. The one who had challenged him stared at him, taken aback.
"Delicious," Kolanin said again. He didn't break eye contact as he chewed up and swallowed the remains of the wooden fork.
Not pleasant, but it drew laughter from the surrounding warriors and the man who had challenged him moved away angrily. That was about the best he could expect. Obviously not all the warriors would be happy with a Deathspawn in their midst, but he only needed a majority to approve so that it would not be inappropriate to move onward.
Kolanin stayed with the warriors for a while longer, without any more physical challenges aside from sitting on the air. A few chatted with him, but only lightly. He noted that there weren't many female warriors in this tribe and wondered if it was cultural or only a coincidence. That made him think of Tani, which was a more bitter thought than he expected. Hopefully she was well and not swept up in a murderous quest.
When he had eaten for long enough, Kolanin stood up. He pretended to lift the imaginary stool and handed it back to the warrior who had invited him to sit, thanking him. That got another laugh from the others, so he moved onward to the highest table.
Unlike the previous ones, it was made of wood, both more practical than stone and a sign of wealth for the Telnaa. They played no games, simply offering him a space between an old man and an old woman. When he sat, both turned inward toward them.
"Are you Dhakedi and Anememor?" Kolanin asked. They nodded, and the woman spoke.
"You may eat if you are hungry, but it is not required."
Anememor nodded in agreement. "You do not need to follow our customs."
Kolanin almost clasped his hands in response but decided against it. "I am sorry if I caused offense."
"No, there is no offense. It is more than most Corans have ever given us in negotiations."
Dhakedi chuckled. "We are simply old, Kolanin. We have had time enough to enjoy our customs. It is better to speak plainly."
"Very well." Kolanin glanced at the food on the table, richer than the previous but mostly uneaten. He didn't touch any of it, instead meeting the Rhen on either side of him with a serious glance. "I want peace. Some of my allies want war. Which one we have will depend on you."
That frankness got a chuckle from both sides of him, though their eyes remained serious. The two elders exchanged a glance, then Anememor spoke. "You have spoken plainly, so we will as well. Are you coming to us as the soft palm of peace, while wielding your allies as the hard fist of war?"
"No. War with all three Coran nations is inevitable, but I believe that it does not need to spread into the Chorhan Expanse. But even if East Corah fell, the march into West Corah would be more difficult. If that happened, we could not afford an enemy on our northern flank. This is why Aryabaus has harassed the Nelee, and he may focus on the Telnaa as well, if he believes you stand in his way."
"Do you think you can succeed?" Dhakedi eyed him seriously. "The armored warriors of East Corah are fierce, and there are a few in West Corah who might even rival the Four Winds."
That was a difficult question, even with them speaking plainly. Kolanin decided to speak more honestly than he had initially intended. "I believe the only question of our success is how many warriors we will need to bring. If one army is defeated, another will be sent. If lesser warriors fall, Orphos will send stronger. But my hope is that you need deal with only one."
Dhakedi smiled at that and nodded, while Anememor spoke up in a lower voice. "So you would have us treat with you. Preventing our warriors from going to war is one thing, but I think that you want more."
"I understand that the Rhen are considering another Confederation and the possibility of going to war."
Both elders nodded seriously at that and after a time Dhakedi spoke. "There is no tribe that is not uncertain about how to deal with your people. Except perhaps the Yevee, who want war. We would prefer that there be peace at all times, of course."
Kolanin frowned. "Didn't you skirmish with the Nelee earlier not so many days ago?"
"That is not war." Anememor waved a hand dismissively. "Simple conflicts between young warriors in which they receive a few scars and stories to tell. The Yevee raids are also not war, though they may be violent. They want resources and honor." Anememor's eyes grew hard, capturing his gaze. "War is when we fight for our survival. You have not seen the Telnaa tribe at war, and you do not wish to see the Rhen go to war."
"No, I do not." Kolanin let that sentence stand and they remained silent for a time.
Eventually they spoke again, more comfortably now that their terms had been set. Kolanin believed that they were honest in saying that the Telnaa did not want war, they were simply aware of their precarious position. He learned of completely new rumors about the Nelee being on the fence, considering pushing for war in the next Confederation.
Above all, Kolanin made what he believed to be an authentic connection between himself and the tribe's elders. They made few promises to him, which was better than false promises. For now, they agreed not to raid anywhere near the border where Aryabaus operated, as he thought he communicated clearly to them how unwise it would be to challenge the mansthein military directly.
Having reached the final table, Kolanin wasn't actually certain how to leave. When they bid him go, he started to move around the side, but Dhakedi shook her head.
"No, you have behaved as an honored guest. You may leave through the exit."
She pointed toward the pillars behind them - they were as open as the rest, but Kolanin had mentally shifted to thinking of them as a wall. Taking her words at face value, he clasped his hands in the Telnaa style, bowed respectfully in the mansthein style, and then took his leave through the pillars.
That had gone well, he thought. Even Aryabaus would have to admit that avoiding another front to their war would be a benefit, and the Telnaa obviously had little love for Corans. With luck, the military could obtain their goals in a single war and not try to conquer the entire Expanse.
As Kolanin stepped out from under the roof, he realized that someone stood behind him, leaning against the outside of one of the pillars with his presence almost completely masked. Though it might be another test, Kolanin felt something that made him uneasy and so he turned sharply to look.
"You weren't spawning very much death today." The voice came from a tall Rhen man, built like a warrior and carrying several spears on his back. Kolanin had two immediate impressions. First, the man was not from the Telnaa tribe.
Second, the man had not come for peace.
"Do you need something from me?" Kolanin continued walking further from the roof, making the warrior follow him. Turning his back to the warrior ran against his instincts, but Kolanin suppressed them and simply prepared himself to move quickly if necessary.
"Yes, I do. I would like to help you."
"I don't believe you're of the Telnaa."
"That's right, I'm not." The warrior moved faster, outpacing him and coming to stand in his path. He folded his arms and smiled coldly. "And I don't want to help you with this little peace project, either. I want to help you destroy the Coran resistance."
"Why?"
"I have my reasons. I tried to treat with Koreinan Aryabaus before, but though I helped him with everything he wanted, he dismissed me once the matter was done without even speaking to me directly."
"Aryabaus generally considers all humans to be the same." Kolanin slid his arms into his sleeves with confidence he didn't truly feel, not flinching back from the man's gaze. This warrior might be a killer, but for all that he did not think of himself that way, Kolanin was as well.
"Yes, I figured that. But you don't." The warrior abruptly eased his posture, no longer threatening violence. He even smiled, though that smile was not comforting. "My name is Subenor. I believe that I could help you with your Coran problems."
"How so?"
"You cannot fight them as you would an army - they will simply melt away. But they cannot work effectively unless they have the support of the villages."
"Considering they are mostly defending those villages, that support would be difficult to shake."
Subenor grinned. "Then punish the villages. As brutally as necessary until they fear the resistance and give up their location and all their supporters."
"I don't think that would work." Kolanin shifted and barely managed to keep the discomfort off his face. Perhaps Subenor didn't understand, but he doubted it. "The resistance comes mostly from East Corah and doesn't trust the Corans in the Expanse. They've intentionally chosen a hiding place that doesn't require locals to keep secrets, and they don't draw much support from local groups."
"But they do fight for them. If every time they strike, we kill a large number of civilians, soon enough the Corans will no longer accept them as their resistance." He said the words easily, almost like a young warrior who didn't understand the consequences. Looking into his eyes, Kolanin was sure that he understood. "Is that not a good strategy, Deathspawn?"
"You don't care about my approval, you just want permission to follow through with your brutal plan."
Subenor shrugged and nodded.
'You will not get it from me."
"Very well. But I want to talk to Koreinan Aryabaus."
Unfortunately, Kolanin had no way of preventing him from doing that. He nodded grudgingly. "Aryabaus is interested in meeting with humans willing to cooperate, so something can be arranged. I still need to meet with several more groups, and I would not have you travel with me. But once I am done here, I will return east to confer with him."
"Many thanks, Deathspawn." Subenor clasped his hands together in the Telnaa gesture of respect and peace. Kolanin responded back on instinct.
Neither of them believed it.




Chapter 43

-
"The Legend is not a tidy path, it is an avalanche. The forces of destiny tumble toward us, and though we may not be able to discern its exact path or the movement of every rock, the result is inevitable. Absolutely nothing can stand before it, so what matters is to move along with it. There may be some suffering along the way, but only by joining the avalanche can we find our purpose."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Tani fell deeper within herself, enjoying the flow of her sein. Or at least trying to. The flow of sein held a simple joy normally, but it wore thin the longer it extended. According to Master Balunel, her effort wasn't wasted, because her meditation stirred the pools of sein within her and thus enlarged them. That was a small comfort when what she really wanted was to experience it more deeply.
She smelled mint strongly and tasted spices even when she relaxed, yet nothing else. The only new sensations she'd gained from her efforts were a twinge in her lower back, exhaustion that left her body feeling heavy, and an increasing thirst. Constantly thinking about sein through water metaphors did not help.
Deciding to take a break, Tani rose to her feet and picked up one of the gourds of water. As she drank deeply, not caring that some spilled down her chin, she examined the rest of the room.
Often there were resistance members she didn't know well, which left her on edge, but at the moment the room had a comfortable feel. Master Balunel plucked at his harp, which was still terribly tuned yet somehow less annoying the more she heard it. He was giving Celivia some sort of special training, though it seemed to involve mostly staring into a bowl of water.
Meanwhile, Slaten moved in front of one of the practice targets. It looked like he was mindlessly repeating the same exercises, but she had felt his sein earlier and realized that he was in fact meditating, trying to deepen his understanding in the same way that she was. Most likely he was getting tired and wouldn't stop even when he wasn't making progress, though. Tani considered giving them both a break by asking to spar... and then saw the boy and frowned.
Tani didn't know his name and didn't particularly want to know it. That wasn't entirely fair to him, nor was it fair to call him a boy. She just didn't like how the young man often showed up in the training room and watched them, particularly when his eyes were on her. In his defense, he was watching Slaten with a similar expression of awe.
She headed in that direction, struggling to move her tired legs. When she approached, she saw the young man's face light up. "Oh, Tani! Are you going to practice throwing your knives?"
"Not right now."
His face fell, then rebounded into a smile. "I can't tell you how much it impresses me. Not that Slaten and Celivia aren't impressive! But I can understand just striking harder and faster - the way you make your knives curve in midair is amazing!"
The young man's unrestrained excitement brought a smile to her face despite everything. "I believe I've seen you watching us before. What's your name?"
"I'm Walernel." He grinned at her and Tani looked at him more seriously. Five or more years younger than her, still at an awkward age, limbs too long for his body. All he wore was the simple Coran jacket and pants she had seen among the lowest soldiers of the resistance. "I'm supposed to be training to grasp sein, but I can't help but come watch you. It's just so... so... I don't know, but I'm impressed! I know Hanfel and the others are stronger, but I can't understand them at all. But to see someone not so much older than me with such power..."
It felt odd to have someone view her that way when there were so many people who stood higher, yet she supposed that it was true from his perspective. She'd come far enough in her training that there was a substantial difference between her and an untrained person. Yet it still felt unreal that anyone could look up to her when she still had so much to learn. Since his enthusiasm seemed so sincere, Tani smiled back at him.
"Have you been able to feel sein?"
"I've tasted it! It tastes just like bread - at first I thought I was just hungry!" Walernel laughed to himself, not caring that she didn't laugh. "But I can only taste it sometimes, when I'm not trying. Sometimes it feels like I'll never figure it out."
"Don't worry, you'll be able to taste it more consistently soon. Taking the first step is most important."
To her surprise, his face fell. "Slaten said that too and tried to help me, but I couldn't understand his lesson. I don't think I'm a very good student."
"I'm sure that's not true. Just keep working: focus on meditating sometimes, but when you get tired, relax and just try to be aware of the sein within you without forcing it."
"Oh! I've been trying hard all the time, maybe that would be better..." The simple piece of advice seemed to make a huge difference to Walernel, who thanked her profusely. Tani smiled and accepted his thanks, trying to disengage.
When Walernel eventually realized that she was going to talk to Slaten, he backed off. Though he said he would go, she saw him linger at the edge of the entrance, watching. Hoping they might spar, perhaps, though Tani's body felt too heavy for that.
How did Slaten maintain his smooth forms through so many repetitions? He stared at the target with utter fixation, first thrusting and then cutting. Sein flowed through him strongly enough that she smelled the mint, yet he prevented it from destroying the targets, focusing it within himself. After another repetition he stopped, though he spoke without turning to her.
"Walernel spoke too humbly. He is a normal student, I am merely an exceptionally poor teacher."
Tani went to lean against the wall beside his target and Slaten finally met her gaze. She gave him an encouraging smile. "I don't think that's true. Talking to you about feeling sein, I felt like you helped a lot. It was certainly clearer than lessons from Master Balunel."
"Yes, but that is unsurprising. We are exploring the same things and so it is only logical that we can communicate easily. A good teacher could explain to those who don't understand." Slaten set down his sword and returned to a normal posture. "You seem to be working diligently. You must be close."
"I'm trying too hard, I think. My body felt so heavy coming over here that I thought I might fall over."
Slaten tilted his head to the side, examining her. "Your movements did not seem flawed. If you give your mind a break, I think that might be sufficient."
She smiled at that, wondering what working too hard would look like for Slaten. One morning she had seen him sparring with Celivia, their blows reflecting into their own bodies and leaving them covered in blood. That was not for her, but she did aim to work hard in her own way. If her form was still good, then perhaps she did just need to let her mind rest.
"Slaten, are you happy here?" The question came out before she had fully thought it through and part of Tani regretted it. Slaten considered it seriously, his face giving no indication of his thoughts.
"I enjoy having the time to train, but the environment is too much like a prison. Most of the workers and soldiers are blindfolded when they leave, in case they're captured. Everyone goes out on assignment, but few understand the complete picture. I'm not sure they're any closer to taking back a city in East Corah, much less ending the war."
Tani had seen him investigating the groups that left the base, but that wasn't what interested her. "I dislike that part too, but even if this place wasn't like a prison, it feels incomplete to me. There's not enough of... normal life, I suppose. It's the same bread every day, the same training, the same few rooms. I don't see many people engaging with what I'd call real life."
"For us, that may be so. Many of the workers might not agree. This is normal life to them, not a military base, and they seem to enjoy it."
"Ah... that is true." Tani considered that seriously, realizing that her sight had been limited. She focused only on warriors when the resistance had many other members. Thinking back, she did remember many of them laughing with one another during mealtimes, others flirting, some simply relaxing. There was normal life here, she simply wasn't a part of it.
Before she could say anything else, Tani saw someone striding into the room. She instinctively pushed off the wall and regretted it, her body aching and threatening to fall to the ground. Ignoring the heaviness, she turned and examined Destrela.
"Old man, we need to talk."
Nodding absently, Master Balunel set aside his harp and rose to his feet. Tani watched him as he walked across the chamber, tapping his feet against the stone ahead to avoid stumbling. She was still uncertain about his movements. Though she believed that he was blind, he seemed to have additional senses. She had never once seen him confused or startled by a trained warrior, which was unsurprising given his sein senses, yet he seemed to have inconsistent awareness of his environment, which she didn't understand.
Whatever technique he used, he moved to talk to Destrela quickly. The two of them spoke in low voices, and even though Tani strained her ears, she couldn't pick up any of the words. If only she had the time to expand her senses... but perhaps she could train those techniques once she'd deepened her understanding of her sein. One goal at a time.
After confirming something, Destrela crossed her arms irritably and loitered in the training room. Master Balunel wandered away unconcerned. Based on Destrela's body language, Tani guessed that she would soon march out of the room again, but before she could do so, Celivia set aside her water and walked up to her.
"You're short-handed, aren't you?" Celivia spoke loudly enough that Tani could hear, though she still moved closer. Destrela scowled.
"Things are changing faster now. The Deathspawn aren't just hitting military targets, they have new allies that are forging truces and targeting towns. I don't know anything else, so stop asking."
"But you need qualified people to scout the new conditions. I-"
Destrela narrowed her eyes to murderous slits. "What I need are people who will obey orders, not challenge them. Give it up."
The conversation clearly referenced past conflicts, yet Tani had heard nothing of this. She'd spoken to Celivia on many occasions and there had been time to bring it up, yet Celivia hadn't. Even though she was qualified, Celivia wasn't being allowed to join the outside missions, all because she had helped Tani earlier... Tani frowned at the thought. Was this the reason Celivia had been somewhat withdrawn lately?
While she pondered that, Slaten stepped forward as well. "If you are in need of scouts, I volunte-"
"Nah." Destrela cut him off with a chopping hand movement. "Focus on training. The new tactics don't change the fact that this is going to end in a big fight over an occupied city. We need strength for that."
With that, she turned and strode out of the room, ignoring anyone else. Celivia exchanged a glance with Slaten before giving a resigned shrug and returning to her work. Slaten also went back to his exercises, but Tani couldn't let it go that easily.
Though Tani wanted to believe that she and Celivia were aligned in everything, she could feel some distance between them. If Celivia was really trapped in the caverns just for helping Tani, that would explain some of it. Yet the other woman had seemed mostly normal - she was never warm and friendly, but she was a reliable ally. Tani's thoughts twisted as she reconsidered if she had been missing something.
Since her body still felt heavy, Tani sluggishly moved over to talk to her. Celivia had sat down with her bowl of water again, though it looked as though she was having trouble focusing. Fortunately, Master Balunel was nowhere nearby - he seemed to be absentmindedly patting one of the training dummies.
Tani sat down next to Celivia and gave her a smile. "Sorry about Destrela. I didn't realize that she was still holding that against you."
"I don't think Destrela is a woman who forgives easily, if at all." Celivia shrugged. "I can understand that, even if I don't like her."
"But I'm sorry about the situation. You could go outside again if you hadn't helped me."
Celivia shook her head sharply. "It's fine. I'm not fond of these caves, but it isn't so bad. I spoke to Hanfel earlier and many of the assignments don't sound very interesting."
"So you aren't upset?"
"I'll be fine, Tani. Don't worry about it." Despite her words, Celivia still seemed troubled, staring down into the water. Focused on her work, or actually holding a grudge? Concerned about that possibility, Tani couldn't let the conversation end.
"Are you making any progress?"
"Honestly, not much. Sight is supposed to be one of the most difficult senses to perceive sein with, and I don't think I'm going to master it now. But the exercise Balunel gave me is interesting." Celivia reached down into the water and pulled out what appeared to be a small glass sphere. It glowed faint blue and smelled sharply of sein. "I cannot for the life of me figure out how he created it, but this is a training aid."
"Oh? What does it do?"
"It focuses memories, as if you were meditating on your sein. But instead of focusing on the memories as richly as possible, it allows you to let aspects of memory slip away into the water. The idea is to remove every sense but sight, then contemplate the result. Allegedly that will help isolate the sensations I need."
"That's fascinating." Tani reached out to take the sphere. "Can I tr-"
Her fingers touched it and the room crumbled.
Sensations assaulted her from every side, so real that she barely retained herself. Tani was naked, locked in a small pen - no, it wasn't her, she was Celivia. A much younger Celivia, just having reached womanhood. There were pens all around her, filled with other women. Mostly Estronese, some Coran, others that Tani didn't recognize at all.
She had barely gotten a glimpse before the emotions overwhelmed her. Disgust and fear, so familiar to her and yet more focused. Yet deeper than that, a raw hatred that consumed everything else. Tani had never in her life felt hatred that intense - it threatened to overwhelm her.
Then she heard laughter and saw a door open in the room outside her pen. Several mansthein men entered and she knew exactly what was going to happen, but there was nothing she cou-
Tani was herself again, back in reality, the sphere being snatched away from her fingers. It must have been only an instant, yet in that moment she had felt everything so intensely. Her mind struggled to reengage, knowing that it had been Celivia's memory and yet failing to accept that knowledge. There were tears in the corner of her eyes as she looked toward Celivia.
The other woman stared at her and spoke tersely. "How much did you see?"
"I... I'm sorry..."
"I don't care about that, tell me what you saw."
"You... and other women... in cages... I saw the Deathspawn..." Tani took a shuddering breath, trying to set aside the memories and focus on the present. "I'm so sorry, Celivia. Not for what - well, I am sorry for what happened to you. But I'm sorry that I forced myself into this. I never meant to see anything so personal, I just thought I could look at the crystal..."
Celivia closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Her face was completely still for a time. When she finally opened her eyes again, she looked at Tani seriously. "It's my fault for not predicting you would be curious. Just don't tell anyone. And I don't want to talk about it."
"I... okay. But... I'm sorry I made so much of what happened to me earlier when you've lived through much wors-"
"No. It never once occurred to me to compare our experiences like that. Your pain is your own." Celivia placed a hand on her shoulder gently, but the softness in her eyes faded. "But I meant what I said. I don't want to talk about it."
Tani accepted that she had made a mistake but didn't want to make things worse. She tried to put her apology in her eyes as she rose. "I'll leave you alone now. I really am sorry about this."
"It's fine, Tani. Honestly." Celivia cast her a bitter smile. It contained none of the hatred that Tani had felt, yet she knew it was there. Not directed toward her, but... "I wish it hadn't happened, but I don't hold it against you. Just don't force me to talk about it and I won't hold any resentment."
Tani nodded, responding with a weak smile before moving away. She did want to talk about it, though, not to interrogate Celivia about her past but to say how much she admired her. The fact that Celivia could experience something so much worse than Tani's ordeal and yet emerge with so much strength and confidence...
But if Celivia didn't want to speak about it, Tani would respect that. Instead she moved away, just mulling over the heavy thoughts. Her body felt completely recovered, yet now her mind was weighed down. Returning to training after having experienced something like that, even indirectly, didn't feel appropriate.
Yet what else could she do? Tani tried to submerge herself in meditation, yet her sein flow felt so heavy that it simply didn't...
Tani hesitated, contemplating just how many times she had felt heavy.
Not only now, but regularly during her training. It was a familiar weight that she had assumed was due to her extended work, yet... Tani let sein circulate within her body and felt the weight settle upon her again. Her other senses had always felt close and familiar, could she have gained a new sense that felt so unpleasant? Despite that thought, Tani felt a little excited as she went to find Master Balunel.
He sat next to his harp, though it still lay on the ground. The old man was trying to pluck the strings with his bare toes and having some luck, though the result was far more disjointed than his normal music. As Tani approached he didn't seem to notice, tapping his hands on his knees to some nonexistent rhythm.
"Master Balunel?"
No response, he simply continued playing notes. After a frown, he tried to tune one string with his toes and gave up after several failed attempts.
"Master Balunel?"
"Yes, that's my name. Is your memory going too?" He cocked his head slightly in her direction, his ear toward her.
"I was hoping to ask you a question."
"Oh, you certainly may. My eyes are gone, not my ears. Go ahead."
Normally he might have frustrated her, but Tani was too excited by the potential discovery. "I think I may have made a breakthrough. Could my feeling of sein be something like weight or exhaustion?"
"I don't know, could it?" Balunel continued humming to himself, curling his hands into fists and tapping them on his knees. Tani sighed.
"That is what I was hoping you could tell me. It could simply be exhaustion. If I stopped feeling it after rest, that wouldn't prove anything, and it could be a coincidence that I get tired after working so much."
"Well, feeling sein within yourself is only half the journey, isn't it?"
Frustratingly vague. Tani was about to ask another question when she stopped, her mouth open as she stared at Master Balunel's hands.
They looked identical, both old and wrinkled. Both of them tapped randomly against his knees. Yet his left hand struck her as far heavier in a way she couldn't describe, as if it was made of steel.
Was that what he had been trying to teach her? The second half of the journey was feeling sein within others. Yet if that was the case, she had been feeling her new sense for quite some time without realizing it. Since that was too good to be true, Tani swallowed her excitement and instead pointed to his left hand.
"That one."
"Are you sure?" At first she thought he was questioning her, then suddenly the heaviness reversed. His left hand was as light as feathers, his right as heavy as steel.
"Yes." Her finger swung to his other hand.
"Hmm... I don't know about that." Both hands shifted, completely normal. After a moment of confused fumbling, trying to smell or taste sein, Tani managed to push those senses aside. Instead she felt a point of great heaviness on his left elbow.
Letting herself start to smile, Tani moved to point at it. "Then I really have gained a new sense? But... why does it feel so unpleasant within myself? Do I just need to endure it?"
"No, child... you need to accept it." Balunel let his sein disperse and stopped plucking at the harp, instead giving her a broad smile. "You have become aware of part of yourself that you have not yet embraced. This often happens, for warriors who have resolutely followed a single tradition. Go back to your teachings and find them anew."
Tani closed her eyes, let her sein flow, and submerged herself within it. Once again, she was a child in an open field under the sky. She could smell every flower, taste the home-cooked meal she had eaten not long ago. But this time, the feeling of wind on her face was not just a memory. The ground beneath her, the clothes against her skin... all of it felt real.
When Tani returned to the present moment, a peaceful smile on her face, the weight had changed. It no longer weighed her down, it dwelled within her. She felt heavy, not as if she carried a burden but as if she was living stone. The flow of her sein surged stronger as the new source began to flow under her will with the rest of herself.
She wanted to run or hit something, to feel the new sein within her. Tani resisted since there was nowhere to go, instead looking around the room. Yes, she had obtained something new. It was more than simple power, her awareness of the world around her had increased as well.
Slaten was a point of weight, steadily fluctuating as he worked. Not only weight, the smell of mint clung to him specifically. She could easily distinguish it from the senses associated with Celivia, who had gone back to her meditation.
Thinking about Celivia wiped the smile from Tani's face. Maybe she really had been forgiven, but it was a grim reminder that she was not practicing sein for the joy of it. Tani started to move toward the targets, then stopped, deciding that she already stood close enough.
She drew two knives in one hand, gathering her sein in the familiar patterns. Yet this time, when she let the first fly, her sein didn't all clumsily pour out with it. Instead she felt just the appropriate amount of weight leave her body. When she hurled the second knife a moment later, another weight left her.
Both knives slammed into the target on the opposite side of the room, biting most of the way into the wood. Tani smiled in satisfaction.
That was what she had been missing. Now she understood how her limitation had been simply undeveloped sein instead of some other trick. She eagerly went to retrieve her knives.
As she passed Slaten, his eyebrows rose appreciatively. "Congratulations."
"Thank you!" She yanked her knives out of the target, which was more difficult than she expected. With all this new strength flowing through her, she had expected it to be easy. Yet though this sense might be tied to strength, she had not been dedicated to that in the way she had to her throwing arts.
For that matter, she now saw flaws in her technique. She had thrown both well, but she could have put more strength into them. It would also take practice to put more force into one and balance the two throws however she wanted. Not to mention...
Tani grinned to herself and took her knives to the other side of the room. There was work to be done.




Chapter 44

-
"Is every step of every journey foretold? No, I do not believe so - the Legend is not so small and petty. I believe that many of the roles that are spoken of in story and song are indeed open roles that may be filled by more than one person. If everything was predetermined, the Legend would speak of exactly which kingdoms would rise or fall. Instead, it speaks only of kingdoms that stand firm, allowing us to step into that role and accept our destiny."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
With a loud yawn, Veron sat up in her cot. Usually sleeping on the ground irritated her back, but she felt okay. Better rested than usual. All that restfulness was probably going to be completely useless, since they'd just wait another boring day for their target.
She started to move and bumped into Graenin beside her.
Oh, right. That had happened.
Veron allowed herself a self-satisfied smile and stretched her arms over her head. Last night hadn't been bad, even not counting the fact that it had ended a long dry spell. And since she didn't think Graenin really gave a fuck what the others thought of him, they could probably keep going so long as she didn't irritate him about it. Much as she would have liked to tease, Veron liked to get off more, so she resolved to rein herself in.
Though the flashy green cloak had grown on her, she preferred Graenin without it. Where had it gotten to? Right, torn off just outside the tent. Veron lay back, considering whether or not to put on any clothes. What were the chances their contact would actually show up today?
"Morning." Graenin's eyes opened and he watched her with a cautious expression. Veron sat up again and gave him a lazy grin.
"Hell of a lot better than just waiting around, yeah?"
"Admittedly, yes. But I take my reputation seriously. If you go telling wild stories about this..."
"Who would I tell? The kids? Destrela?" Veron snorted. "You can tell anybody you want. Brag about my heaven-defying sexual skills."
"Please." Graenin rolled his eyes. "You think I would trade such stories with Hanfel? And if I tried with Narenel he'd either blush and stammer too much to speak, or he'd start lecturing me."
Veron chuckled and bent down to kiss him, hard. He kissed back, but then pushed her away.
"We should get up."
"Why? You think today is actually going to be the day?"
"It's the principle of the thing. We need to be prepared."
It was Veron's turn to roll her eyes, but she turned away. Didn't get started, though, just admired his body while he sat up. "You know, I expected you to be a lot scrawnier."
"Sein has to flow through the body, even if you don't use it for physical strength. Focusing on power alone is a dead end in development, leaving you little better than mudmen." Graenin closed his eyes and began his usual morning meditation, sein flowing strongly within him. That wasn't as interesting, so Veron looked away and considered her day.
It'd be the same mess, of course, watching from their hill until someone came through the pass. Veron much preferred the Chorhan Expanse proper, where you could see in all directions and run out to intercept someone. Hiding away in the northern hills just made things tiresome. But since Destrela said their contact would bring the supplies here, they had to wait.
For a long fucking time, apparently.
The idea of another day waiting around pissed Veron off enough that she considered trying to convince Graenin out of his meditation. He wasn't as boringly duty-bound as some of the others, she just had to coax it out of hi-
"Graenin! Veron! They're here!"
"Shit." Veron grabbed for her shirt and tugged it on.
Today of all days? Last night would have been worse, but still, the fuckers had awful timing. She chucked Graenin's robe toward him as she wriggled into her pants and then grabbed her sword on the way out. Wouldn't be comfortable, but she wasn't facing this mysterious contact half-naked. Especially since they wouldn't both have come if this was really an easy job.
Outside, she found that most of their group had clustered near the edge of the ridge overlooking the path. Only a few stayed close to the tent, waiting for her and Graenin tensely. Looked like there wouldn't be any jokes about the two of them. That killed all of her clever responses, but it seemed they had bigger issues on their hands.
Most of the nearby men she didn't care about, but she recognized two. Shorty was a mediocre fighter but at least good for a laugh, while Lardass was a lot faster than she'd expected given his weight. They'd given her their names at some point and she'd intentionally forgotten them. There were too many fighters in the resistance to bother. Some not bad ones, but without the raw potential of the kids.
"We didn't say anything because at first we thought it wasn't them," Shorty said. "The number of wagons is wrong. But when they got closer we saw the merchant's flag, so it must be."
"Well, let's go meet them, then."
Lardass shook his head. "Something's not right. Did Destrela really say we were going to meet an ally?"
"That's what she said, but no bets on whether it was true." Early as it was, Veron decided she needed a drink. She hadn't taken any of hers with her, so she grabbed the flask off Shorty's waist and took a swig. "They're almost here, I assume? Let's go take a look."
By the time she reached the main group, she discovered that she'd been right to hurry. Not only were the wagons almost to their little pass, they drove their aurochs quickly as if something was chasing them. Veron couldn't spot anything and sent a few fighters to scout behind, but she was getting a bad feeling that this wasn't what it looked like.
She jerked her chin to Lardass and a few others. "Get down there and stop them." He nodded and moved into the pass, while she looked backward.
Veron seriously considered dragging Graenin out of the tent if he didn't come, but just then he walked up beside her. More rumpled than usual, but he had his cloak on. He was barely in time to come to a halt beside her as the driver tried to whip his aurochs to push through. Lardass had a few spears set up in the way, so the beast balked. All the men in the wagons looked nervous, staring at the ring of fighters surrounding them.
"Alright, let's go down." Veron walked down the side of the hill and spoke to Graenin from the side of her mouth. "We're definitely just robbing them, aren't we?"
"Yes, it seems so."
"Do you think Destrela had a contact, or did she just lie to us for the hell of it?"
"This wouldn't be the first 'contact' who didn't know their own identity." Graenin raised an eyebrow at her. "You have a problem with it, bandit?"
"Not at all. I'm certain that we can convince them to contribute to the cause with a few pointed words and... pointed non-word things." She grinned toward the man holding the aurochs' reins. "Good morning! You've been blessed with a great many choices. If you want to be boring, you could hand over your supplies and no one will get hurt. But we have some much more exciting options for you..."
She'd thought up some clever threats, but Veron's words trailed off. The man was terrified, but he wasn't fully focused on her, or on the fighters around them. Same with the other men in the wagons. She noted that some of them had large bloodstains on their shirts. Old bloodstains. One of them turned back, glancing toward the last wagon, which was set up to carry passengers. Completely hidden passengers.
"Get back!" Veron yelled. Too late. The instant she started forward, the wagon covering exploded.
The attack came damn fast. Her intent had been to jump to defend one of the weaker fighters, but the intense speed instantly killed all thoughts of sticking her neck out for anyone. All of Veron's focus went into examining exactly what was happening in order to defend herself.
Deathspawn rushed in all directions, but strange ones. Purplish, for a start, with greasy-looking dark hair. They were a lot smaller than humans, especially because they hunched over. Looked like they had spines of some sort on their arms, though it was hard to tell. About as many women as men, though all wore the same shapeless white uniforms.
And they were fast. In the time it took Veron to observe that much, they had already killed several of the fighters approaching them.
Most carried spears, which they could launch faster than an arrow. More deadly, too, piercing straight through trained warriors. There were more Deathspawn coming, wielding knives and clubs and a mix of other weapons. Every blow she saw them land killed instantly. Several of the resistance fighters managed to hit back and the small Deathspawn went down easily, but in a flash they'd annihilated half her forces.
One of the Deathspawn still standing on the wagon released an ear-piercing shriek and lunged at her.
It was over the next moment, before she even had time to breathe.
The Deathspawn had spitted itself on her sword through its own momentum. Its spear had grazed her cheek, dodged by pure instinct. Veron stared at the body, wondering if she had just killed a child... no, this one was small, but she had proportions that spoke of maturity. What the hell were they?
But there was no time for that, she needed to act fast. Of the fighters nearest the wagons, only Lardass had survived the rush, but he had a slash across his forearm. One of the surviving Deathspawn lunged to finish him off, only to have his arms cut off by Shorty as he leapt from the side.
To Veron's surprise, the Deathspawn hurled himself straight at Shorty even without both of his arms, trying to bite at his neck. Lardass recovered and slammed an elbow into him, knocking him away. But even as the two of them stabbed into the body, he kept snarling and struggling against them.
If it had been only the fighters, they all would have died, but at that moment Graenin acted. Bolts of green sein impacted the small Deathspawn, stopping their momentum with lethal force. Veron joined in, cutting through one of them trying to stab a fallen fighter to death.
Nope, he'd done more than try. The man was pretty well stabbed to death. Veron looked away from the dying man to the rest of the battle, just in time to see one more Deathspawn rise from the wagon.
She looked the same as the others, except for the fact that she wielded a heavy saber in each hand. Small as she was, the weight of the weapons didn't seem to bother her. The Deathspawn woman bent her back and let out a scream that hit Veron like a shockwave, the raw sein of it knocking her back.
And then she was simply gone.
Veron didn't catch up to her until she was across the battlefield, both sabers slicing at Graenin. He had one hand raised, green light glowing prepared to defend himself. She saw his eyes widen in the split second he had to think and then he threw himself back instead.
The first blow shattered straight through the sein defense he had prepared and despite his jump, the second slash caught him in the stomach. Graenin crashed back to the ground, blood covering his robes. Veron realized that she was already in the air, leaping to assist.
Even while she was in the air, she saw the Deathspawn turn to intercept her. Veron threw a knife with her off hand and the Deathspawn knocked it aside contemptuously with one blade, bringing the other up to hit her as soon as she landed.
Abandoning her attack, Veron threw everything she had into defense, bracing her blade with her off-hand and intercepting the swing. It still hit her like a wall, knocking her backward and sending her crashing to the ground.
Veron desperately tried to raise her sword from that position, yet in a flashing moment the Deathspawn woman was over her, one saber having already knocked her weapon aside, the other slashing down. For a frozen moment they were eye to eye and Veron realized that those were different too. Other Deathspawn had dark irises, but this one had only rings of shaded red, in an eye bloodshot with thick blood vessels. There was only savagery and the intent to kill in those eyes...
Then a hole appeared in her chest with a burst of green. Veron's gaze flickered away and saw Graenin struggling to sit up with one hand raised.
Yet the Deathspawn wasn't dead, despite the hole in her chest. She opened her mouth as if to scream again...
Veron slashed through her neck. The head and body tumbled to the ground, her hands still gripping the sabers. Even though Veron could distantly feel that combat continued near the wagons, all she could do was lie there, trying to catch her breath.
She was bleeding from her cheek, her shoulder, and her side. The latter two injuries she didn't even remember receiving. Whatever these Deathspawn were, they attacked with explosive speed and power. It would only have taken the tiniest fraction of a moment's difference and she or Graenin might be dead. Worst of all was how these things went from unmoving to blinding speed in an instant. She had grown used to seeing the body tense and feeling sein shift before even a fast attack was launched. Yet there had been no delay at all, no hint anything was coming.
Shaking off those thoughts with a growl, Veron vaulted to her feet. She was letting the kids rub off on her, always analyzing combat instead of just acting. If she let that keep happening, she'd lose her edge. Veron turned to find out how many were left.
Only two Deathspawn still stood, but their side only had four. Lardass had lost his weapon but still lived, while she found Shorty's body lying headless over one of the wagons. Damn, that had been quick. Veron started to move when she heard Graenin choke something.
"Leave... one..." She glanced back and saw him holding his injury with one hand while aiming his other toward the group. Veron nodded understanding and leapt to finish things.
Fortunately, the remaining Deathspawn were nothing like their leader. Veron easily cut one down from behind and kicked the other in the chest when he turned. They could move fast, but that didn't meant they could always react in time.
Her kick knocked away his weapons, yet he still leapt up with a snarl to attack with bare claws. Yet just as Veron was starting to wonder how she'd restrain him, he froze in mid-lunge. She glanced up and saw Graenin with his fist closed tightly. Though he held his eyes shut in pain, he also seemed to be successfully binding the Deathspawn in place.
"Alright, what the fuck are you?" Veron kept her sword ready, but dared to walk closer to the Deathspawn.
He didn't answer, snarling meaningless noises at her. Not Futhik - Veron didn't really know the language, but she knew enough to tell that this was nonsense. The Deathspawn strained desperately in place, skin growing a darker purple almost as if he was choking.
"Listen, you have no idea how much pain we can cause you..." But even as she spoke, Veron realized that her threat was useless. The Deathspawn's eyes were entirely bloodshot, several vessels having burst. Foam escaped from between his lips and then his sein simply spluttered out.
Poison? No, it didn't strike her that way. More like he had used up everything he had, even the sein that his body needed to live.
The corpse stayed frozen in the air for a while longer, then Graenin dropped it. Veron wanted to sit down and just breathe for a while, then drink herself into a stupor. But those weren't options, so instead she turned and pointed at the survivors.
"Check the bodies. If any of ours are alive, get them into a wagon. Any of the Deathspawn are alive, stab them. Any of them look dead, stab them anyway."
Lardass nodded and took charge, well enough that she almost regretted not remembering his name. He glanced back toward her as he passed the spooked aurochs in front of the wagon - they might be wearing blinders, but they could smell the blood. "What do we do about the supplies?"
"Do they look real?"
"They... seem to be."
"Then take them. No sense in everyone dying for nothing."
While they dealt with that, Veron walked to where Graenin lay. He was flat on his back now, breathing deeply. Though the bloodstain covered a surprisingly large amount of the front of his robe, she didn't see any new blood flowing. Then he had things under control and should be fine if he received treatment. Despite herself, Veron was relieved.
"You're lucky I still want to fuck you, or I might not have saved you back there."
Graenin shot her a bitter glance and she realized that his pride had been injured by the fight. Normally she wouldn't put up with that, but given what had just happened...
"Those little fuckers are damn fast, aren't they? I haven't completely lost track of someone like that since... well, since the Zeitai in Bundlin, I guess. Even one of the weaker ones almost got me."
"They must be some new breed." Graenin still looked deeply unhappy, but at least he wasn't sulking. "I wanted to capture one and learn exactly what they were doing here."
"Obviously a trap for us. But I don't know how much we can learn, because it looks like they killed all the men who were with them." Veron finally felt secure enough to wipe off her sword and resheath it. "I doubt they knew too much about our exact ambush, or they would have taken us from behind. We'd have been fucked if they did that. So they must have just suspected that the caravan would be attacked and prepared a mobile trap."
"We target enough of them." Graenin gave a low grunt and shook his head. "Go on, see if there are any spies watching from a distance. I'll have to leave that to you."
Veron nodded and drew on her remaining reserves to sprint in a large circle around their location. As she'd expected, there were a few Deathspawn watching from hiding. Intending to follow them back to the caverns and report on the location, no doubt. They tried to run when they saw her, but none of them had a chance and Veron was not in a playful mood.
When it was finally over, she walked back to the others. It seemed like they were done, having left the Deathspawn bodies in the dirt and lifted their fallen comrades into one of the wagons. Veron looked over the contents and shook her head - they'd lost so many fighters just for some basic supplies? At least they could learn a little more, so Veron headed out to retrieve two of the Deathspawn corpses.
Only when she relaxed the flow of her sein did all her aches and pains emerge. There was some pain from her injuries, but what really bothered her were the smaller things. Her chest hurt like hell and her shirt had chafed a lot - Veron bitterly wished that she'd had time to pull on more than a shirt. Pants were pinching, too, leaving her even grouchier.
Instead of helping, Veron limped back to the tent, cursing under her breath. It didn't help much.
~ ~ ~
Their entire trip back was a miserable slog. The survivors were sad and bitter over the loss of their allies. Veron didn't give much of a shit about them except for Shorty, but it meant no more drinking and swapping stories at night. And she definitely wasn't getting laid, partially because Graenin was nursing his injury and partially because he seemed obsessed with analyzing the battle and preparing for another.
On that, at least, she couldn't blame him. Didn't seem fair that the Deathspawn could have fighters like that. She'd grown used to being secure in combat unless an opponent was exceptionally strong, but the amount of luck it had required for her to survive the battle was uncomfortably large.
Since she was the only one fit to run, she had to keep them clear of any Deathspawn observers while they slipped away. Early on she found a couple searching for them. One she'd frantically hacked to pieces before she realized that he was just a bit short. But eventually they escaped detection and headed back to the base. Veron floated along with them, almost as unfocused as when that first damn Hero had walked into her life...
Eventually they got back. There was no talk of anyone getting blindfolded - she had definitely proved herself with this. Before they approached the tunnel, she helped Graenin get into a spare robe, because of course he had a spare robe. Though he still favored his stomach, he was able to walk normally, put his hands in his sleeves, and pretend he was in complete control.
The guards looked shocked when they arrived. One of them hesitantly stepped forward. "Umm... we need identification t-"
"We've got all our fucking identification in a big stinking pile back there." Veron jabbed a thumb over her shoulder. "We need to talk. Somebody run in and get Destrela. The rest of you, get the bodies and the supplies brought in."
They stared at her for only a heartbeat before they hastened to obey. Veron grabbed the sack with two corpses, swung it over her shoulder, and headed in. As she strode in confidently with Graenin just behind her, she realized that she had no idea which way to go. Fortunately, Graenin led them along the right tunnels without forcibly taking the lead.
When they reached the first orb-lit room, Veron allowed herself to breathe a sigh of relief. They were back. She wouldn't feel better until she'd gotten rid of all the filth covering her and slept for a day, but it was better than nothing. She felt alive again, at least.
To her surprise, Destrela wasn't the first to arrive, instead it was the kids. Veron didn't let them see her weariness, instead shooting them a cocky grin. "You all been working hard?"
Slaten simply nodded, while Celivia looked over her and Graenin carefully as if trying to figure out what they'd been through. Tani was the most striking, however, grinning and drawing her knives as she stepped forward.
"Veron, I did it! Try this!"
That was all the warning she gave before she threw her first knife. It was fast, though not as monstrously fast as those Deathspawn, so Veron got her sword up easily. To her surprise, the thrown knife drove her blade to the side with more weight than she'd expected.
There was another knife coming... and Veron had a split second to see that Tani had two knives in her other hand, too. Then she needed to act fast to deflect the second knife, and barely managed to knock away the third. The last came straight for her face and Veron had no choice but to dodge, feeling it pass by her face and send her hair fluttering.
Tani grinned and looked at her expectantly. Veron had to nod in appreciation - it had certainly been nothing like casually knocking down the girl's useless knives like when they'd first met. "Not bad, kid. You've gotten a lot stronger."
"Thank you!" Tani cheerfully moved to pick up her weapons. "I still want to reflect on how my skills can improve with this, but I've accomplished the goal. Do you think they'll let me come out of the base on assignments?"
"Maybe you'd better let us talk to Destrela first. Things might be getting more dangerous."
They didn't have to wait long before the bitch herself showed up, wearing her usual sour expression. She glared at the kids and then fixed her eyes on Veron and Graenin. "Just what gives you the right to demand my presence with such urgency?"
"These," Graenin said. As he gestured to the side, Veron tossed the sack onto the ground. Everyone heard the sound of bodies hitting the cave floor and looked. While she had their attention, Veron cut open the side of the bag to show the bodies of the small Deathspawn. One man and one woman, just in case it made any difference.
"Well, fuck." Destrela turned away, rubbing her forehead with one hand. The others didn't seem to recognize them, peering closer.
"Other than being shorter than average, what was unusual about these Deathspawn?" Slaten asked.
Veron was inclined to just say they were fast as fuck, but Graenin gave a more serious account of the event. He made himself look better, but he didn't hide the fact that she'd saved him from the enemy leader. Given his ego, that had probably taken a lot. Veron resolved to thank him for it later and could think of a few things they could do before his injuries healed.
When the account ended, Destrela stood very still. Veron raised an eyebrow at her. "You know something about this?"
"I heard that Aryabaus was getting more troops, but I didn't think he'd have enough to lay a trap like this." Destrela unsheathed one of her daggers and flipped it around her fingers, eyes still on the bodies as if she wasn't even aware she was doing it. "But if he got some of these, that's bad. I've heard they fought on Fareshel, but didn't expect them to come here. If they're breeding these, that's bad for us."
"Breeding?" Celivia stared at the bodies with a strange look on her face, as if morbidly fascinated. "What are they?"
"You know how the Catai win fights by being tough and strong? Well, they're not born like that, or at least I think most of them aren't. They get that way via training. But these..." Destrela stabbed the tip of her dagger at the corpses. "From what I hear, they breed them like that. Runts, but then they train them in nothing but lethal force. Don't even care about their own lives, just kill until they're dead. If your goal is to take down a strong enemy without wasting one of your own fully trained warriors..."
Celivia considered that in silence while Veron felt the need to nod and acknowledge it. "If you're going to throw lives away, that's the way to do it. Without me and Graenin, they probably could have killed everyone pretty quickly. Even not counting the leader, me alone against all of them... I don't like those odds."
"He's trying to make us rush." Destrela slammed her dagger back into its sheath. "Aryabaus knows he can't find our base by searching, so he's trying to make us sloppy."
Graenin folded his arms and leaned back against the cave wall, making it look casual but probably favoring his injury. "What do we do, then?"
"Act more cautiously, only hit the highest priority targets. No half-trained fighters going out anymore. We'll play it safe until we can get more information. Did you at least get the supplies?"
Veron nodded. "No thanks to y-"
"Then it was worth it." Destrela turned on her heel and vanished into the tunnels.
Veron stared after her. That was pretty cold. She didn't really care about the fighters who had lost their lives, but it was a different thing to say those deaths were worth it. Not a calculation she wanted to do... or one that she had to do. Instead, Veron nodded to Graenin and turned toward the kids.
"Alright, your dear granny Veron needs to drink until she can't see straight. Where are they keeping the booze now?"
Tani smiled and gestured for her to follow, so Veron fell in with them. The other two weren't so cheerful, but it was nice to have them there instead of seinshocked men who had seen their companions die in an instant. It was easier to forget about that, leave aside her other problems, and pretend that things were fine. Veron was ready to lie to them and herself, except for one thing:
She really needed a drink.




Chapter 45

-
"There will be only one Hero, of course. Do not be disheartened by tales of those who claim to be the Hero and fail. They may be inspired by the light of the Legend, but they are only imitators, precursors to the true Hero who will fulfill every jot and tittle of what has been foretold.
"Our challenge, then, is to see which roles remain uncast, both for ourselves and for Corah. The more we understand the shape of the Legend around us, the more we can move along with it instead of being swept away. This should be the true goal of all the Legend's adherents."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
When he wasn't training, Slaten carefully explored the tunnels he was allowed to access. Partially because he wanted to know his surroundings, partially because he had little better to do. Tani had been sent on an assignment and Celivia seemed preoccupied, so he had fewer options.
That day he had been allowed into the supply section, since the guards were familiar with him by now. Most of it consisted of simple caves filled with supplies, but he was surprised to find one room that glowed with a cool blue light. Slaten let his sein flow just in case and walked in to explore.
Strangely, he found that most of the room was filled with water. At first it seemed to be glowing, but when he approached the side he saw that there were sein spheres inside that let off a soft blue light. That light suffused the water and created the glow, making the dark shapes flitting within it obvious. So this was how they could eat fish despite their location.
"Peaceful, isn't it?"
The voice took him off guard and he had to restrain his instincts from grabbing his sword as he turned. Slaten was even more surprised to find that Melal was the one who spoke. He didn't sound like himself. All he was doing was sitting back against the wall in one corner, cast in blue light and shadow. When Slaten approached, he didn't look up.
"The training room is too noisy, it's a pain. I prefer to come here to think."
"I wondered where you were." Slaten had been slightly discomforted by Melal's disappearance, and now found himself smiling. He could understand the value of a room like this. "You're working on developing your soul's sense of sein?"
"What?" Melal finally looked up, as if that was the last thing he had expected. "Oh, that. No, I haven't really thought about it."
Slaten had no idea how to react to that and simply stared. As the silence continued, he found a slow anger growing within him. If he had received a result even half as grand as Melal's, he would have thrown himself into training night and day. Yet none of that anger made it to his face and Melal was looking back to the water again anyway.
"Hey, do you remember Rhilanor?"
The unexpected question broke apart his growing anger and Slaten had to take a moment just to formulate a weak response. "Of course I do."
"I've been thinking about what he said. About going home. If I had the chance today, I wouldn't take it." Melal slowly got to his feet, still staring at the water. "Compared to everything else I've seen, being the head of a tiny noble family doesn't mean much of anything. My father didn't even have the strength not to send me away to the Deathspawn. And there will always be bastards like Narenel to lord their status over us.
"No, if I go back home, I want to return home in triumph. After everyone has acknowledged that I'm the Hero. After we've eradicated every Deathspawn from the world." As he spoke, Melal straightened and pulled his shoulders back. Though the blue light played over his entire body, his eyes remained pure white. "Then it will be over and everyone can go back home."
"I see." Slaten dropped his eyes to the water as well. "Is that why you do everything? That would make you happy?"
"Of course!" Melal grinned and suddenly he was himself again. "With my power, I could turn my family's fortunes around, and then I could relax for the rest of my life. That part is easy. The only thing I haven't figured out is if I should marry one of the girls who used to think they were too good for me, or if I'm too good for them now. I've been trying to see if Laeri is interested, but she seems very distracted. Do you think that's suspicious, that she barely pays attention to me?"
"I... am afraid I am the wrong person to ask."
Melal laughed. "I forgot who I was talking to! The day you show interest in a woman is the day I'll eat my sword."
Though Slaten disliked being misunderstood, he was more distracted by the undercurrent of Melal's words. After collecting his thoughts, he managed to ask the question he'd originally wanted. "What is the Hero meant to do?"
"What am I meant to do, you mean?"
Slaten closed his eyes and just surrendered the answer. "Yes."
"The Hero completes the Legend, of course. You should know that, you've seen..." Melal trailed off, his certainty wavering. For a moment he looked like a lonely boy. "It's not the same as it was before. Everyone should be swept up in the Legend, but they aren't. The city is just so broad, I don't see... I'm missing something..."
For just a moment, Melal didn't seem like the Hero. Slaten knew that he should say something but wasn't sure what. He opened his mouth to blurt what came to mind, yet choked on cloying light. Before he could push past it, the moment was gone and Melal squared his shoulders.
"The Hero annihilates all the Deathspawn and brings peace - true peace - back to the world. False heroes always forget that the Hero belongs to the entire world. Fighting a few Deathspawn isn't enough. There's a greater purpose, a path the Legend has set before me... I just haven't quite figured it out yet. But I'm getting closer."
Though the words made an old horror well up in Slaten's chest, it was matched by a surge of unwanted hope. None of that conflict was evident on Melal's face, he simply seemed puzzled. Was that what he had actually been contemplating here?
"I think... I know that I need to cut the head off the serpent, somehow." Melal raised a hand in front of him and formed a tight fist. "I think there are some who will stand in my way, perhaps... something else I need to do. But in the end, all of that is just preparation. Everything will come down to the final moment, to the last battle foretold in the Legend."
"But that preparation doesn't involve training?"
"It doesn't matter." Melal said the words so easily that Slaten almost couldn't believe he had heard correctly, but the other man was already continuing. "None of the stories of the Legend say a word about the Hero working. What matters in the end is courage. What wins this war is not strength, but righteousness. I have no time to waste on trivial matters."
Slaten's mind twisted, wrenched by thoughts he could not control. He wished that he had studied Tani's mental technique more, but it was not something that could be learned in a day. And standing right next to Melal, hearing him speak as the Hero and yet as himself, Slaten wasn't sure it would be enough. Not at his level of skill.
"So..." Slaten took a deep breath and forced more words out. "What happens next?"
"Hell if I know." Melal sat back down in his corner and put his hands up behind his head. "I think I need to wait for something else. The Legend might be about the Hero, but it's not just the Hero. I think I'll need some Companions, before the end. And maybe someone to... not sure about that part yet..."
"You need to think about it more?"
"What I need to think about are ways to get Laeri to pay attention to me." Melal grinned at him, all traces of seriousness gone. Slaten stood silently for several heartbeats, then nodded to Melal and walked out of the room.
Once he had put the blue glow behind him, Slaten was able to think again. Though torch smoke filled the dark corridor, he breathed the air deeply and tried to push the haze out of his mind. He remembered what Melal had said, however, quite clearly. Over the coming days he'd think about every word.
Though he should have felt mentally refreshed and prepared for training again, Slaten found that his sein was in disarray. He changed direction and focused inward. As he walked, he focused on his breathing and let the flow return to its stable patterns. By the time he had reached the infirmary, he felt mostly himself again.
The infirmary was a long cave of cots with healing supplies tucked into alcoves along the sides. It was also the uncontested domain of Auntie Elima. When a group returned from an assignment heavily injured, it became a hive of activity that she ruled over with an iron fist, even Destrela not daring to get in her way. Given how well she kept the resistance's fighters alive, no one challenged her.
But at the moment, the room was mostly empty. A few of the young healers sat clustered together around a table, casually drinking tea. He didn't see Laeri among them, so he didn't approach. Since he had some idea of how hard they worked when the injured returned, he knew they could use their rest.
Other than them, the main occupants of the room were a few seinshocked men and women on cots at the far end. Auntie Elima sat in a chair beside one of them, reading in a soft voice that seemed to soothe their nerves.
And then there was Teren, running toward him with a smile on her face. "Slaten! You came!" She moved to hug him and he realized that she no longer dove at his knees. As much as had changed over the past years for him, more had changed for her.
She still giggled girlishly as she hugged him. "I'm learning all sorts of things from Auntie Elima! She still makes me stay outside when there are lots of hurt people, but I'm learning about all the herbs and how to mix them." Teren then went on to explain to him in detail, most of the specifics correct. It seemed that she enjoyed studying healing, so if she continued, she might quickly surpass what little he had learned.
"Auntie Elima says that if I work very hard I might be able to be a healer like her someday! Then I could help you when you get all cut up!"
He had thought that he'd hidden the cuts from his training from her, but Teren was always more observant than he thought. As noisy as she could be at times, she could also watch quietly. Slaten did his best to smile. "I'd be honored to have you heal me, Teren."
"Slaten..." She looked up at him with large eyes. "Do you think we'll be able to go home soon? I like Auntie Elima, but I want to go back. Laeri is always asking to go outside, but they say she can't go. But then they let Tani go, do you think they'll let you go too?"
"I think they will, eventually." Slaten managed a better smile and put a hand on her shoulder. "I talked to Narenel and he said they travel near Oken territory sometimes. If I get permission to go along, I think I could take you with me."
"But you'd go away? You wouldn't leave me, would you?"
"I... Teren, I've made promises to people here, too. I want you to be safe, but once you are, I want to help them be safe too."
Teren considered this, then nodded somberly. "That makes sense. But... you will come back, right Slaten? You have to."
"Of course I will. How could I not visit you?" She had been so young when they had both lived in Oleph-Amm, how could he explain his uneasiness there to her? But what he had said wasn't a lie. No matter what happened, he was sure that he would return to visit Teren.
"Nu-uh." Teren shook her head, sending her hair lashing around her. "I don't want you to just visit. You have to come back and marry me!"
Slaten blinked down at her, looked to see if she was joking. He couldn't help but smile. "Sorry, Teren, but I don't think that will happen."
"But... but..."
"When you get older, you'll probably want to marry someone your own age. By the time you're grown up, I'll be an old, old man."
Teren's eyes grew wide as if this concept was alien to her. "Old? As... as old as Auntie Elima?"
"Not right away, but one day I'll be that old." Assuming that he didn't die in combat before then.
Before Slaten could think of what to say next, they were disrupted by Elima herself approaching them. She had her gray hair tucked up in a cloth behind her head and otherwise wore her usual tunic. Though Elima was somewhat rotund, he'd seen her hold down struggling patients with her thick arms and knew she had real muscle as well.
She smiled cheerily and - to his shock - spoke in rough Okeni. "How many years old do you think I am, Teren?" Apparently just as shocked, Teren stared at her in confusion. But after that, she spent a while thinking seriously before answering.
"Thirty years old?"
Elima chuckled and laid a hand on her hair. "At least, child, at least."
Despite Elima's Okeni, Teren had answered in Coran and the conversation switched to that. Slaten wondered why Elima had taken the time to learn Okeni, but the old woman had quite a few secrets he didn't know. After they sat for a while, Elima spoke again, this time looking at him.
"Teren is very helpful, though. Quite a bright young child."
"Do you think it would be possible to take her back home?"
"If you don't ask Destrela for permission and just do it... yes, probably." Elima scooted her chair near them and sat down, shifting a little before she became comfortable. "As helpful as you are, Teren, this isn't a very safe place. You could be a lot more helpful to people back in your village."
Teren beamed at her. "Thank you, Auntie!"
Elima gave her a few simple tasks to do and Teren waved goodbye before hurrying to complete them. That left Slaten beside the old healer and he nervously wondered if she had an ulterior motive, but she only smiled at him. "You'd be a good father, Slaten."
"I, uh, I respect your superior experience on the matter."
That earned an unreserved laugh from deep in her belly. Elima wiped away a tear and smiled more broadly. "Always so polite, you Oken. If we had more of you and fewer Corans, maybe we wouldn't need to do so much unnecessary healing."
"I apologize for the additional work required due to my training."
"Oh, pish. All that bloody training might strike me as a little foolish, but I'd rather young warriors hurt themselves training than get injuries from fighting each other over foolish things." Elima gave him another warm smile. "Did you need something here?"
"I was only taking a break."
"Well then, so long as we aren't getting overwhelmed by new arrivals, you're welcome to join us. You might want to speak to Laeri, she seems... where did that girl get to? Remarkably talented, that girl, if more naive than any adult woman I have ever laid eyes on. She could really be something one day."
Before Elima could say anything else, a roar of anger sounded from across the room, followed by a cry of pain. Both of them looked up and saw the scene: one of the seinshocked men was roaring and beating another. Beside them, a man rocked back and forth, sobbing, while a woman huddled in a corner with a dagger that she shouldn't have had.
Another of the seinshocked men let out a battlecry and rushed toward them. His eyes seemed to see not them, but the battlefield he had never truly left. Slaten started to draw his sword on instinct before realizing that was a mistake. The man was already upon them, surprisingly fast.
Elima slapped him across the face.
Her blow didn't carry a great deal of force, but it did carry sein. The flow of it was too complex for Slaten to have any idea about the details, he just tasted blood. And a moment later, he saw the man sink to the ground, whispering to himself.
Though Elima moved down with him, keeping him from crumpling to the ground, her eyes were on the fight still ongoing. She glanced at Slaten and he nodded, approaching the seinshocked group. Usually they would calm down with a little comfort, but the aggressor was wildly beating the man beneath him, screaming about Deathspawn.
There was no choice but to bring him down until the healers could do their work. Slaten walked up behind him and raised a han-
An elbow caught him in the stomach, sending him staggering backward. The seinshocked man whirled about with a roar, bloodshot eyes focusing on Slaten. Many victims of seinshock couldn't flow sein properly, but this man... he definitely could. Slaten still felt the blow to his chest painfully.
"Calm down," Slaten said. "You're not fighting in a battle anymore."
It didn't do any good, the man rushing toward him with fists flying. How was he going to restrain someone that strong and angry? Slaten decided to switch to the new defensive techniques he had been practicing. They might not turn aside a blade, but they might let him endure the man's reckless blows while they subdued him.
The man swung wildly and Slaten ducked underneath, closing in to grab the man's shoulder. He'd planned to swing him to the ground and pin him there, but he'd underestimated Coran wrestling. Not only was the man able to twist out of his hold, he felt substantially stronger than Slaten. The man pushed him back, then lashed out with a kick.
Slaten heard his leg break and let out a strangled cry.
As he dropped to one knee, desperate to get pressure off the broken leg, all his defensive techniques shattered. In fact, they had twisted when the blow landed, making the injury worse instead of defending him. Though he cursed himself for not taking the fight seriously and experimenting, he didn't have time for that. The seinshocked man might have backed off, but it seemed he was menacing the others.
No, he was grabbing at the knife from the seinshocked woman. She landed a few wild slashes but imparted no sein with them, so they only opened shallow wounds. Though the seinshocked man pulled back from her once he got the knife, he turned on the sobbing man and flipped the knife into stabbing position.
"Hey!" Slaten yelled out as he forced himself up, putting all his weight on his good leg. He got the attention of the attacker, which wasn't a good thing.
Slaten drew his sword, not willing to face the knife unarmed. Unfortunately, that made the seinshocked man glower and turn aside, considering attacking someone else. Though his range was limited, Slaten took a swing over several of the cots, forcing the attacker away from the other seinshock victims.
Growling like a beast, the man looked past him. Slaten dared to look back and saw that several of the young healers were still nearby, frozen in surprise. If they were attacked, he doubted that they had the resources of Elima. The older healer was still calming the other man, watching the situation grimly from the corner of her eyes.
The seinshocked man lunged at him and Slaten barely managed to deflect his blows, eventually forced to hop back awkwardly. Even at his best, this might have been difficult. Without use of one leg, he didn't have many options. He'd wanted to end the fight in the first exchange but hadn't had time, his opponent's blows coming too quickly.
With a ghastly chuckle, the man turned away from him and toward the healers. Slaten realized that his hop had taken him further out of the way and given his opponent an easy route past him. He could try to hop in the way, but he would be too slow. Worse, he would enter the enemy's range while off balance, and against such a strong opponent that might be fatal.
There was no more time. The seinshocked man was moving past him, lifting his knife...
Slaten lunged forward onto his broken leg and swung.
His leg buckled an instant after his weight landed on it, but that instant was enough. Slaten felt his sword bite deep into the other man's arm, failing to cut through but throwing him to the ground. He crashed down a second later, crying out in pain and clutching his leg.
Though the seinshocked man growled and grabbed at his injured arm, a moment later Elima knelt beside him, her hands touching the sides of his head. His eyes drooped, briefly flared open in anger, then he slumped to the ground, unconscious.
Elima glanced over the two of them and sighed. "You almost took off his arm."
"I did the best I could." Slaten could have tried to make his sein blunt, but he had little practice with nonlethal blows and didn't want to risk another experiment.
"Straight onto your leg, too... you should know better... young people never have any sense." Elima approached him, shaking her head and looking over his injury. The other healers kept their distance, eyes on the man who was now snoring soundly.
When Elima touched his leg, he felt the difference immediately. Laeri's healing always felt like a flood of warmth, while Elima was far more subtle. Not just blades through his leg, but a thousand tiny knives doing healing work that he couldn't come close to understanding. He realized that there was another element there he could just barely perceive, outside his usual understanding of sein, but he was in too much pain to contemplate it.
"That's enough for now. Girls! Help get him onto a bed!"
Once Elima started giving orders, the others hurried to obey. She returned to the man who had attacked, gently brushing his hair away from his face and soothing him with more complex sein. But she also tied his arms and legs tightly before returning him to the ground and healing his wound.
Even with support from the healers, getting onto one of the cots was painful. Once he settled in, Slaten let himself lie back and just breathe, trying not to think about the pain in his leg. For some reason, Elima's healing rarely removed much pain, and it also didn't heal as quickly as Laeri. Though it extended recovery time, he assumed that she knew what she was doing.
Slaten watched cautiously at first, then slowly surrendered the situation. There were others taking care of the injured and some going to bring more help. Everything was taken care of except for his injury, but now that the emergency was past, he understood that he might not be the priority.
One of the younger healers came to stand beside him and gave a nervous smile. "Thank you. I don't know how much I can do f-"
"Tch, none of that!" Elima waved her off. "Leave his leg that way for now. And go find Laeri, she needs to see this."
"I... yes, Auntie!" The healer hastened to obey, leaving him with the older woman. She moved a stool next to his bed and glanced down at his leg thoughtfully. Since she wasn't working, Slaten decided he could ask a question.
"Is the injury that bad?"
"Hmm? Oh, no, it should be fine. It will take some time to heal properly, but it will be as strong as before. There's just something odd about it, something Laeri needs to see." Elima patted him on the cheek. "You don't mind being a lesson, do you? The girl doesn't believe an old Coran healer could have something to teach her, so I wanted to show her proof."
"If it's not serious, then that's fine." Slaten closed his eyes and lay back, trying to rest while Elima cut his pant leg away from the injury.
It took some time, but eventually he heard Laeri enter the room. Slaten opened his eyes just in time to see her gasp and cover her mouth as she stared down at his leg. Elima gestured toward the injury with a grunt.
"Alright, girl, look carefully. How quickly could you heal that?"
"An hour, perhaps?" Laeri started to reach out with healing sein, but Elima swatted her hands away. "An hour to fighting again, two hours to being fully healed. But a skilled Estronese healer could do it much faster."
"That's very nice, but the leg isn't what I was asking about. Not the break, I mean that." Elima poked at his leg, thankfully not causing any more pain. But he felt sein shift strangely and he tasted blood as if it had been an intense attack. Laeri was silent for several heartbeats, then gasped.
"Oh my! What... what is it?"
"Huh, no Estronese name for it? I don't have one either." Elima folded her arms and frowned down at Laeri. "These are the knots of flesh I told you about. This one is small and not harmful. But knots can grow anywhere in the body... in the heart, in the lungs, anywhere. And when they grow big enough, men die."
"Oh dear... I wonder if I can..." Laeri sent healing sein flooding into him. It felt good, but a moment later she pulled back with another gasp. "It... it got bigger? Why?"
"Because it's not an injury you can just flood away, girl. It's part of him. The more you heal, the larger it grows."
"How terrible... what causes them?"
Elima leaned down and captured Laeri's eyes with hers. "Some of them appear naturally, but most of them come from healing. Don't gasp, listen! When you flood sein into a wound and force the body to heal so quickly, some of these knots form. And over the course of a warrior's life, they add up. Have you ever noticed how many warriors die early, healing no longer doing anything for them? In my experience, most of them have bodies filled with these."
Laeri pulled back, hands covering her mouth, tears in her eyes. She gave a muffled sob and shook her head. "No... does that mean people I've healed... have these too?"
"I don't want you to blame yourself, girl. I want you to listen to me when I say there's a reason to do things slowly."
"I... I..." Laeri sniffled and then wiped her face with one sleeve. "Is that how you can avoid causing them? But... what about when you're on the battlefield? And is there anything that can be done to get rid of them?"
"Easy, girl, easy." Elima gently smoothed her hair away from her face and smiled. "One question at a time. The better you know your craft, the less likely you are to cause such unintended consequences. An Estronese master could no doubt heal instantly without causing any problems. But I see too many young healers rushing out to use their skills without taking the time to really know the human body."
"I understand... I'll try harder." Laeri clenched her hands in her robe and closed her eyes. "I feel so awful about this... but sometimes people have been so badly hurt, what do I do then?"
"Think critically, girl. These knots might end a man's life years in the future, but if his life is going to end that very hour, do you think he'll blame you? Warriors do all manner of crazy things to win," Elima cast Slaten a glance there, "so they'll understand if healers do as well. The important thing is to understand."
"I do, I do! I'll work to make sure I never do anything like this again! Do you think I can?"
"Of course you can. You have exceptional talent, girl - it actually surprises me. All you need to do is apply it properly."
Laeri gave her a relieved smile. "Then... is there any way to, uh, get rid of the knots? Can they be cured?"
"I think you're more likely to cause more trouble, so I don't want to see you trying. But yes, I've heard stories. There was an old woman I knew - even older than me - who claimed that it was possible to cut out the knot before it grew too large. And I've heard credible tales of a man who could use his sein so deftly that he could kill only the knot and leave the surrounding flesh alone. But in all my years, I haven't seen many with such control."
Nodding eagerly and wiping away a few final tears, Laeri began asking more questions and helping with Slaten's healing. Their conversation quickly grew too complex for him to follow, as did the sein flowing into his leg. His injury wasn't healing instantly, but based on what Elima had said, that might be a good thing. What she had said still bothered him, however, so when Laeri finally left, he spoke up.
"Elima... is the knot of flesh in my leg going to kill me?"
"Don't you worry yourself about that." She patted his knee and beamed at him. "I was scaring the girl a little. The truth is, some of them don't grow so quickly and might never be a problem. Just remember this the next time a healer takes some time with an injury."
"I will, thank you."
"No, thank you, young man. You might have done it in a foolish way, but you stopped the situation from getting much worse. Now you just relax, we'll get your leg good as new!"
She moved away, beginning to hum to herself. Slaten closed his eyes and let the matter ease from his mind, since there was nothing that he could do about it.
But he did not relax. Instead Slaten began circulating his sein, focusing on the technique that had failed him, seeing how he could fix it and fail less seriously in the future. That, he could do something about.




Chapter 46

-
"I confess I am a bit uncomfortable with some of those who gather to repeat the Legend over and over. This might be a good practice on its own, but many seem to believe that they can add more to the story. Given how our original, perfect understanding of the Legend has been fragmented, it is all too easy for charlatans to pretend to have uncovered another piece of the story.
"Worse than that are those who have allowed themselves to become organizations devoted to worship of the Hero or the Legend. Worthy as these causes may be, no such groups are mentioned in the Legend. As such, I cannot believe they have any significant role to play."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Though Tani rapidly drew and threw her knives, the real battle was between the mission wasting her time and her trying to salvage it. Grimacing in concentration, she drew another three knives in her right hand and did her best to focus before her target could reach her and attack.
Instead of simply using familiar patterns, Tani focused on the sein flowing down her arm and into her hand. Placid thoughts had worked well enough for controlled, targeted strikes. Those wouldn't be sufficient in every situation.
Instead Tani drew upon much sharper memories. She started with her frustration at how useless their assignment had turned out to be, then went deeper, letting her disgust and anger at what had happened to her flow into her arm. As she focused, her hand felt heavier and heavier, yet the weight was only for her foes, so she could move easily. Tani gritted her teeth and recalled the raw hatred she had felt in Celivia's memory, let that fill her, then fused it all into a unified flow of sein.
Her hand snapped out in three vicious movements, each releasing exactly a third of the sein she'd gathered. The second knife was out before the first had even struck her target and the third came soon after, striking the staggered man and knocking him back a step.
Tani smiled at her execution of the skill, all her anger dissipating as she let the raw emotions relax into pure technique. She wouldn't want to feel all of that in real combat, but drawing on all her emotions had definitely made a difference.
Across the field, Narenel lifted his visor and breathed out heavily. "That was downright impressive, Tani."
"Says the man who just took all those knives without the slightest injury." In the beginning she had thrown carefully, not expecting his armor to stand up to weapons powered by sein. But Narenel had proved much more durable than she had expected, letting his sein flow through his armor as if it was part of him. She'd managed to stagger him, but never actually break through or draw blood.
"But I had to work to endure them. I should be the one asking you for training." Narenel took off his helm and ran a hand through his hair, which looked great even after being trapped in his helm. "I'm surprised you've been able to move from two knives to three so quickly. I suppose that's the advantage of focused practice of a single path."
Tani shook her head and began gathering her knives. Narenel tossed her a few that he had collected or that had stuck in his armor. By the time she gathered all of them, Tani had figured out where she'd gone wrong. "I actually meant to curve all three, to strike you in the side. I failed completely at that. When I try to throw three at once, I tend to use too much strength."
"Old habits, perhaps? Usually when you drew that much sein, you were trying to put everything into a blow, not aiming for finesse."
"That might be, but it won't be easy to undo the habit." Tani smiled at Narenel as they headed back to camp. "Thank you again."
"Not a problem. You aren't angry with me?"
"Angry? No, not at all, why?"
Narenel scratched at his hair, trying to get it to stay down after having been inside the helm. "Well, while you were throwing, you certainly looked like you hated me."
"Oh, that's nothing. Just a product of everything I was drawing on for the sein flow."
"Ah. That is very different from our path, but I understand."
Tani glanced over at him curiously. "How can your sein flow not involve memories and emotions?"
"It definitely does! But we are taught to refine all of that into pure sein during our meditation. A true knight brings no emotions into combat." Narenel winced a moment later. "Ah... sorry if that sounds like an accusation. I'm not saying that warriors can only be that way."
"No offense taken. I think that's a good ideal anyway, and the strongest of Nelee warriors accomplish the same. But when it comes to training like this, I think it's a good time to experiment. Sticking to old patterns won't let you move forward."
"In that, we can agree."
They walked back together, returning to the camp. The sight of the little tents huddled together in the distance soured Tani's good mood. She had been happy that their assignment took them to a pleasantly wooded area instead of grasslands, but it had soon proven muddy and covered with roots. The novelty of trying to run without tripping had worn thin very quickly.
It might have been tolerable if she believed that their assignment had true purpose. So far little had happened, and based on comments Veron had made, Tani had little hope that things would improve. It was possible that they could wait for a month and fight the enemy only once, or never even encounter them.
"Could we venture further to attack the enemy?" Tani reached back to tuck stray locks of hair back into her hairband - she really needed to cut it soon. "Surely that would draw them out of East Corah."
Narenel shook his head. "In this, I agree with Destrela. The Deathspawn are too aware of the fact that we can roam far and strike anywhere. If they do not stumble across us, they will assume it is just another strike to distract them."
"I just wish there was a way to get their attention that wouldn't come off as too obvious. I can't stand this camp much longer." Sleeping under the stars again and feeling the wind was pleasant, but since she couldn't run she still felt trapped.
"You may have no duty to Corah, but our kingdom thanks you for your sacrifice." Narenel had a bit of a sarcastic smile on his face as he spoke, but it faded. "I do feel grateful to you, though. This is not your fight, but you have risked your life to help keep our nation free of the Deathspawn."
"I'm not sure which fight is mine." Tani sighed, then decided to set those thoughts aside. Easier to focus on a simple question. "I've noticed that you always say 'Corah' instead of 'East Corah' - is that how Corans do it, or is there some other meaning?"
"That is... a matter of tradition. Our three kingdoms were once one, but generations past, a civil war between heirs broke us apart. It is commonly said that in our hearts, Corah is still one. I cannot say how much I believe that, but I still think 'East Corah' sounds strange and unnatural."
"I can understand that. So, you don't think the three Coran nations will merge together again?"
"Not likely. We may seem the same to outsiders, but we have drifted apart." Narenel shook his head. "There is no greater proof than that they stand and do nothing while East Corah falls to the Deathspawn. If they were to send even some of the Sapphire Knights from the west to fight against Aryabaus, it could make a real difference, yet they keep them all close to the palace."
That name sounded familiar to Tani, possibly from a Confederation of Tribes, but she didn't remember the details. "Are these Sapphire Knights so strong?"
"I mean no disrespect to the Emerald Knights, many of whom are strong and honorable... but it would be foolish to deny that the Sapphire Knights are stronger. They were a serious threat during the last border conflict. Fortunately, there are more Emerald Knights with a good level of training, enough that even exceptional masters cannot overcome them."
"I see. So the East and West kingdoms are roughly on par?" Coran politics had always been a strange mystery in her mind, just a generically named region on her map, but Narenel opened them to her in a new way. Her question prompted him to shake his head strangely.
"There are strengths and weaknesses on both sides. But at present, the greatest difference is leadership. King Rahler of the West is a bitter, cruel man. It is said that their royal line is severely inbred... though I may be repeating lies from the east there." Narenel smiled in a self-deprecating way. "As someone who once dreamed of becoming an Emerald Knight, I must admit that I am not unbiased on this subject."
Tani grinned. "I'd be more suspicious if you claimed otherwise. What about South Corah?"
"That is a mess all its own, politically, but their River Knights are quite formidable..."
Unfortunately, they had already returned to the camp even at their relaxed pace. There she was overwhelmed by the smell of bread and unwashed men. Tani circulated sein within herself just so the mint scent could drown out some of it, though it was impossible to cover the stench completely.
She had tried to get to know the other men with them on the assignment and found herself disappointed. Half of them were driven men who cared only for the war and the other half fulfilled all the worst stories of Coran men. It was no accident that there were so few Coran women in the resistance who were fully trained as fighters.
By contrast, Tani was glad to know Narenel better. She watched him out of the corner of her eyes as he removed the rest of his armor to clean it. His tunic underneath was very sweaty and plastered to his body, which she did not mind at all. Some of the other men were more muscular, but none of them wore it so well. Narenel transformed the brute force so common among Corans into a disciplined power that she admired in more ways than one.
She went to sit beside him as the others served up food. After training so intensely, Tani was hungry enough that she ate the bread without the slightest complaint. Narenel, however, was tearing into a huge mound of it with relish. After watching him for a while, she had to ask.
"I mean no offense, but do you actually enjoy bread so much?"
"Of course. A warrior's strength is built from bread, as they say." After spouting the line, Narenel reconsidered and glanced toward her. "So you dislike it?"
"I wouldn't say dislike, but it is... strange to me compared to the food I am accustomed to." So he really did enjoy it. Well, no one was perfect.
They chatted about nothing in particular until they finished eating, then unfortunately they were out of meaningful activities. Tani had more ideas for meditation, but her mind was still too filled with other thoughts. When Narenel picked up his sword and walked away from the camp, she followed him.
As she'd seen several times before, he knelt down, planted his sword in the earth, and clasped his hands over the hilt. She immediately felt his sein begin to flow within him. It was a very different form of meditation than any she had known, but it seemed effective.
After a time, he glanced back over his shoulder. "I can't concentrate with you watching me."
"Sorry." Tani considered leaving, but he didn't seem angry. She came to stand beside him, realizing with mild dismay that even kneeling, his head came up to her chest. "I'm too restless in the camp. I prefer to run."
"That is a form of speed I have never studied, yet you make it sound so freeing. It might be difficult in armor, but I think perhaps it could be done."
"Narenel..." Her voice trailed off. It would have been so easy before, when her view of relations between men and women had been simpler. Now she no longer knew what to do with what she felt. She hoped that truly being with another person might help wash away the memories and feared it would not.
Maybe it was best to just move forward. Tani laid a hand on his shoulder, over the strong curve of muscle flowing to his neck. To her surprise, Narenel flinched. Something within her flinched as well. She pulled her hand back, wondering if she should be offended, and he hastened to stand up, blushing and waving his hands in front of him. "I mean no disrespect, Lady Tani! And I apologize if if I misconstrued your intentions!"
She raised an eyebrow at him. "Shouldn't I be Sir Tani?"
"That's true, but..." Narenel took a step backward, flustered in a way she would have found adorable if it wasn't baffling. "We have, uh, never spoken of the relations between men and women in Corah. Even among fellow knights, there are very clear restrictions to be followed. Things that may be normal for you would be considered dishonorable in the extreme for me."
"Ah." All that from placing her hand on his shoulder? Tani was grateful that she hadn't been herself enough to try anything bolder. "All I had in mind was maybe kissing you. Is that so dishonorable in Corah? I hope you didn't imagine that I was going to throw you down and... dishonor you."
Narenel blushed and looked away. "Don't be absurd. But... you should know that there are stories told of..." His voice trailed off, though a little too late. Tani sighed.
"Tales of Rhen women?"
"Yes." At least he didn't back down from that, actually meeting her gaze. She shrugged.
"I'm sure I wouldn't enjoy hearing them, but I can't get offended right now. If this flusters you so much, no doubt some of the stories are true." The moment had definitely passed, but he could have responded much worse, so Tani didn't find herself turned away by it. This was certainly much more innocent than the thoughts in her mind as of late. "Is it so offensive in Corah for two adults to sleep together? I was not suggesting that we be partnered or anything of the sort, just to spend some time together. And I suspect whatever stories you've heard are much exaggerated. I haven't been with anyone since I left the Nelee."
After staring at her for a time, Narenel seemed to master his discomfort. He folded his arms and responded seriously, apparently unaware of how tight that pulled his shirt. "You don't understand how shocking your statements would be to many in Corah. Such... such relations are only between husband and wife."
"Hmm. It seems unreasonable to me, but I suppose I can see the nobility of the ideal." Tani smirked. "Does anyone actually follow those codes?"
"Not many." Narenel sighed and looked away from her again. "Almost no one, you might say. Maybe the Sapphire Knights are different, but the vows of the Emerald Knights are a common joke. But that doesn't mean one shouldn't strive to be an honorable knight. It may be different for the Rhen, but a Coran wife expects certain things of her husband. To do otherwise would be betrayal."
It still struck her as an overly rigid system, but Tani didn't intend to press him on it. "I can respect that. But does that mean it's completely impossible for there to be anything between us? Do I just give up now and hope things aren't too uncomfortable?"
"That is... difficult to say. We are at war, and Corah may not exist in time." Narenel picked up his sword, flicked the dirt away, and raised it to his forehead respectfully. "I would be honored to continue training with you, Sir Tani."
"And I with you, Sir Narenel." She smiled, he returned it, and some of the awkwardness dissipated.
She had no intention of playing the role of the temptress in some awful story, but Tani quietly decided that it wouldn't end like this. Traveling outside her home had certainly expanded her thinking. Marriage to a Coran knight was clearly impossible, but if in the future Narenel found his honor more flexible... well, she would see how they felt at the time.
At that moment, Tani saw a plume of dust in the distance, over his shoulder. He followed her gaze and saw it as well, and instantly the atmosphere became serious. Narenel hefted his sword to one shoulder and Tani drew her sickle knife as they ventured to the nearest ridge, peering between the trees to see the source of the dust more clearly.
A farmer driving a wagon. Tani groaned and slumped back toward camp. She had the feeling she would be doing a lot of meditation and training on this trip.




Chapter 47

-
"One role is clear: the noble kingdoms that stand against the Deathspawn. All of us should desire in the deepest recesses of our hearts for Corah to be one of these kingdoms. But we will never fulfill that role unless we stand firm until the Hero arrives. The executions you have ordered for cowards and traitors are nothing compared to the consequences if we fail to fulfill our destined role."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
"...eastern gate needs to be repaired, not to mention the storerooms. But even if we had the money to repair everything, we can't get any stone from the quarry, and our masons are all working deeper in East Corah. We tried to hire humans, but they have some sort of guild and refuse to work with us unless we give concessions. I tried to tell them I don't have the authority to do that, but of course they didn't listen..."
As Kolanin listened to the aide go on at length about all the problems facing Gerant, he slowly gained an appreciation for paperwork. It might build up and become difficult to work through, but it was much more easily organized than a verbal report. All he could do was listen and try to remember as well as he could, at least for as long as he was working in Gerant.
However, the problems he faced here were ultimately easier than in Bundlin. Not because Gerant didn't have its own complexities, but because no one expected him to actually build something new and lasting, just to fix what was most broken.
Eventually Kolanin resolved every problem the aides brought him, at least for the time being. Nothing but a warm-up exercise. His real goal here was to speak with the mansthein in charge and try to communicate that they couldn't simply continue with the status quo. No matter how much Aryabaus might be fine with that. If they wanted anything other than war in East Corah, they needed to change their methods.
That would start with Hanno-ren, who ducked under the doorway as the aides left. The Catai warrior was larger than average and his body half-covered in gold war paint. Kolanin recognized it as the custom of mansthein from Kammen-vas, but hadn't seen it in years. In the armies, such regional customs tended to be looked down upon. The fact that Hanno-ren still wore his proudly suggested that he was an unusual Catai.
"I have our troops ready to survey, Seinan. You wanted to reinforce our walls?"
"Actually, no." Kolanin gave the man a smile and gestured for him to take a seat. "We should speak, Catainan."
After a pause, Hanno-ren settled down opposite him, though he didn't put his weight on the rickety wooden chair. "Then why did you want them gathered, Seinan?"
"Please, you may call me Kolanin."
"That would not be proper, Seinan."
"Very well." Then there was no point pushing on it. All that really mattered was that he was open to the idea that would actually make a difference. "What I wanted to suggest is that you're not making proper use of the soldiers you have here. You don't need nearly so many to hold Gerant."
Hanno-ren frowned. "We need to be prepared in case the Coran resistance attacks."
"That is true, but what kind of preparations do you need? If they do attack, they will strike and retreat quickly, before you can bring your numbers to bear." Kolanin settled back in his chair, waited for Hanno-ren to acknowledge the truth of his words, then continued. "The best use of your soldiers is to undermine their attempts at the root. Send soldiers along with the human caravans."
"Guard human
merchants?" Hanno-ren's lip curled and he seemed not to know which of those two words he found more disgusting. But he didn't outright reject the idea, so Kolanin pressed forward.
"You need the supplies they carry, not to mention the trade. But more importantly, it is the resistance preying on those caravans. For now, they can let others assume they are normal bandits. If you defend those caravans, not only will you prevent them from choking off your supplies, you will undermine their rationale. They won't find as many collaborators when you are the one defending them - humans may stick to their own kind, but they're not stupid."
After staring at him for a while, Hanno-ren grunted in acknowledgment. "A soft approach, but I know well that the soft fist can be as dangerous as the hard. Especially for a warrior who relies on exterior defenses. Very well, I will attempt this. How do we contact human merchants?"
"I took the liberty of gathering all those open-minded enough to listen. Send someone to explain the situation to them and negotiate the details."
"I will convince them." Hanno-ren rose to his feet, but Kolanin stopped him with a raised finger.
"I did mean 'send someone' - recall that they do not know Catai here. They would see your presence not as authority, but as a threat. Send someone small, a quartermaster familiar with numbers. He would probably cut a better deal in any case."
Hanno-ren chuckled. "I am glad to leave it to someone else. You are clearly experienced in this domain, Seinan."
Kolanin hid his wince by rising to his feet and kept himself focused on the present. "I can only provide my perspective, Catainan. You will be the one who needs to fight the ongoing battle. And the others who make the decisions, of course. Is Jakikan ready to speak with me?"
"Aye, he's ready in the building across the way. I'll show you." As they left the building, Hanno-ren glanced over his shoulder toward Kolanin. "Jakikan is... well, I do not know what to say. You will just have to deal with him. Your patience is greater than mine, in any case."
Though he raised his eyebrows at that, Kolanin received no more information. He decided to let it go, and soon they were outside, Hanno-ren leaving to follow orders. So far he had been very open-minded, given that Kolanin was coming to criticize his work, so Kolanin thought he would do well.
It was easy to handle situations like this because there was so little to it. Here on the edge of a war zone between mansthein and humans, ideas like working directly with local merchants were still novel. He could improve the situation just by reminding the soldiers that merchants might be intimidated by an enormous Catai warrior giving them orders. The result might not be peace, but it would be much better than before he had entered Gerant.
Kolanin took a deep breath and enjoyed the sunlight when he stepped outside. Gerant itself was nothing special to look at, one of many Coran towns, important primarily for its location along the new front. Though it had access to good stone and wood, it betrayed the same lack of imagination he had found in many places in the Chorhan Expanse. Or perhaps that was his own bias.
In any case, he didn't need to go far, just into the military building across from the office. They had isolated this section of the city, which was probably necessary, but he spotted some human faces peeking over the wall.
They appeared to be children, watching him as if they'd never seen a mansthein before. It was possible that they hadn't seen more than common Feinan soldiers. Kolanin smiled at them and their eyes went wide before they disappeared over the roof.
When he stepped into the building, he received a much less friendly reception. Grim soldiers sharpened weapons and repaired armor all around him, looking up only to glare. Not simple skepticism; it seemed as though they knew of him and didn't approve. It was rare that he received such negative reactions from mansthein, but he knew many didn't approve of his efforts.
Keeping a smile on his face, Kolanin walked through them to find their leader. From the corner of his eyes, he judged all those he passed. Few had very much sein training, which meant that if necessary, he could take down everyone in the room. Sometimes brute force was what it took to make soldiers listen to talk of peace, so Kolanin rolled his shoulders and loosened his arms. Even that didn't quite fix the kink in his back, and he still felt tired, but he'd be able to fight if necessary.
On the far side of the room, in a poorly lit corner, Jakikan sat sharpening a large knife. He was a heavily scarred Feinan man, stripped to the waist despite his rank. A strap of cloth covered one of his eyes, mostly obscuring what appeared to be a burn scar. As soon as Kolanin approached, he began to let his sein flow, as if preparing for a conflict.
"So." Jakikan glared up at him without ceasing his work on the knife. "You're the Seinan bastard who thinks he can tell us what to do."
"Aryabaus might have sent me, but I'm not here to give any orders." Kolanin slid his hands into his sleeves and didn't look away from the glare. "My job is to help you do your job better. So, Feinan Jakikan... what is your job here?"
"Killing humans."
Kolanin hesitated at that for a moment, but his smile didn't waver. "Then you're not doing your job very well right now, are you?"
"Cuz the boss says we can't kill 'em yet. Maybe kill 'em all tomorrow."
"That... is unlikely to be our objective. You do understand we want East Corah to surrender? That goal would be best accomplished by shows of force, not by convincing them that surrender will lead to their deaths. That will make them fight to the last warrior."
"Eh, waste of time thinkin' about things like that. I'm good at killin'."
Though Kolanin had more to say, he paused to scan the room. Everyone was watching him, but not tensing as if for a conflict. One soldier's sneer was more of a snicker. Kolanin stared into Jakikan's remaining eye for a long time, the grizzled man refusing to budge. Eventually Kolanin sighed.
"You're fucking with me, aren't you?"
Jakikan promptly let out a burst of uproarious laughter that spread around the entire room. Many of the soldiers threw down their weapons and started lazing around, which struck him as much more common behavior for soldiers. It took Jakikan somewhat longer to recover, slapping the table and wiping away tears from his eye.
"You should have seen your face!" Kolanin just waited out his laughter until Jakikan finally wheezed and pulled himself upright. "Sorry about that, oh noble Seinan Kolanin. We're just tired of new commanders showing up and telling us how things are going to go. Seeing how they deal with idiots is a good way to tell how much of a stick they have up their asses."
"And seeing if they're easy to intimidate, I presume?"
"Aye, that too." Jakikan sat forward and slapped the table across from him. "You don't seem too bad, stick-in-ass-wise. If Aryabaus sent you, we've gotta listen, so go ahead."
Kolanin sat, reconsidering his strategy. "I meant my question earlier. I can't help you do your job until I know what your job actually is."
"Keep these shitlickers from doing anything other than picking their noses and wanking themselves off." Someone threw a boot at Jakikan and he dodged out of the way with a casual slouch. "I'm not fucking with you anymore, Seinan. We got dropped into this wasteland and told to hold a city, so that's what we'll do. In case you haven't noticed, Aryabaus isn't the type to explain everything all nice-like."
"So you just want to finish your tour and get back to Orphos?"
"Yeah, something like that." Jakikan sat back, his eyes becoming wistful as he stared toward another soldier who was drinking at a nearby table. "I'd like to retire to a nice little cottage with Wakobom over there. With palm trees, just the way he likes. I can sit on my ass and relax while he brings me tea, just lik-"
"Here's your damn tea!" The soldier he was mocking hurled his mug directly at his head.
Kolanin caught the mug in midair, tilting it so that a minimum of the beer sloshed out. That got a few hoots and calls from the watching soldiers, who were clearly desperate for entertainment. Soldiers usually didn't joke about that sort of thing without going at each other's throats, so this group was clearly as relaxed as they appeared.
Wakobom looked vaguely disappointed. "Come on, Seinan. You can't let Captain Jakikan just say shit like that."
Shrugging, Kolanin turned toward Jakikan. "Well, Captain... do you let your men talk to you like that?"
"They can say whatever the hell they want."
"Then I apologize for getting in the way." Kolanin tossed the entire mug of beer into Jakikan's face, resulting in a roar of laughter, Jakikan laughing harder than anyone.
The captain wiped himself off with a grubby rag and waved at the nearby soldiers to get back to work. Their attitude relaxed further, some soldiers trying to eavesdrop but most letting things go. Jakikan kept the lazy grin on his face, but focused on him more seriously. Kolanin spread his hands on the table and spoke quietly.
"I'll be frank you with you, Jakikan. I'm never going to retire to my own little cottage unless you answer my damn questions."
"Look, we're really just trying to do our job. Problem is, everybody else is playing a different game. Aryabaus wants to level the place, the East Corans want us all dead, and who the fuck knows what everyone out in the Expanse wants?"
Now that Jakikan was speaking plainly, he laid out his problems without any frills. The usual things, like leaders not being given much direction in the field. A good formula for causing chaos, but not a good one for actually holding territory, much less ruling. Kolanin didn't need to fake his disgust - did the generals really think this was going to be successful? After covering his broadest gripes, Jakikan shifted to specifics.
"You want to help, tell me how to tell these damn South Corans apart. They have a whole different attitude but they look just the same as all the others. It gives me a headach-"
"Boots." Kolanin cut off Jakikan curtly. "Not a perfect system, but I recommend you look at their boots. If they're from East or West Corah, they'll have big heavy boots in their kingdoms, or lighter ones in the Coran Expanse. But Corans from the south, they get their boots from Nol craftsmen. Higher, made for walking in water."
"Huh." Jakikan sat back, considering that. "I never noticed that before, but you just might be right."
"It's a start, anyway. I can't say much more than that, because I haven't really spent time in South Corah."
"What about those Nol bastards, though? Always easy to tell them apart because of the weird hair, but what's their actual deal? Some of them actually work with us, others seem to hate us, plenty just hate each other more than they hate us."
"You have to understand, Nol and Tur-Nol aren't kingdoms the way the Coran nations are. They used to be a bunch of different city-states that didn't trust each other. Even though they act like nations well enough, for protection and efficiency, they're all still looking out for themselves. If they were hit hard enough - for example if we invaded - plenty of cities would abandon the others and fight alone."
"Don't get me started on Nol and Tur-Nol. Don't even want to think about it. What I want to know is why they'd be sending people up into the middle of nowhere? Do they even care who the king is here?"
"I'm not sure about that, but if you're dealing with Nol agents, they must have some interest. What you really need to do is speak to soldiers in Nol Ulscense - I can give you the name of someone..." Kolanin wasn't sure if the captain would actually follow up on it, but it was better than nothing.
He spent some time in the barracks, giving advice as best he could without causing any offense. The soldiers didn't seem like killers, though he was sure they'd kill easily enough if it came to it. What mattered was that he didn't think they were the problem. If he could convince the humans not to fight their occupiers, Jakikan and his men would be the first to relax.
Eventually Hanno-ren stuck his head in the door, gesturing for him to come. That got a number of jokes from the soldiers and Jakikan quickly bowed to him. "Oh, mighty Seinan Kolanin! I didn't realize you had business with the honorable Catai!"
Though Kolanin had intended to reply in the same tone, Hanno-ren let out a growl that rumbled with sein. That shut everyone up, though Kolanin was sure that there would be jokes at his expense for the rest of the night. Too tired to make something of the situation, Kolanin simply rolled his eyes and waved farewell to Jakikan before following the Catai out of the room.
"You see what I have to deal with?" Hanno-ren stared down at him, shaking his head. Kolanin decided that would be a battle for a different day.
"Do they shirk their duties?"
"About as much as all soldiers do. I wish we had more true warriors here."
Kolanin nodded in commiseration. "On that note, is that the reason you called me out here?"
"Right. If you want to talk to our actual talent, Annemo is the one you want. Not only is he ready to talk to you, if we hurry, you should be able to see the end of his training." Not bothering to ask if he wanted that, Hanno-ren sped up, moving through the streets swiftly.
They passed the main barracks and the yard where the average soldiers drilled, instead rounding one of the larger buildings. There, between the building and the city wall, lay an alley just large enough for many kinds of training. Kolanin spotted a rack of practice weapons and a few targets, but his attention was mostly absorbed by the man in the center of the space.
Several knives flew through the air above him, juggled from one hand to another. Yet it was no mere street performance: each knife carried a significant amount of sein. As Kolanin watched, one of the knives passing through his hands lit up in flame. That wasn't just for show, either, as he could feel the sein transforming dangerously. The flow in the man's body was solid as well.
"Annemo!" Hanno-ren shouted out, drawing his attention but not making his focus falter. "Show our friend your art!"
Without hesitating, Annemo caught the next knife and hurled it toward them instead of throwing it upward. It flew directly toward Hanno-ren's chest, and the Catai dodged it instead of letting the knife bounce off him. Annemo advanced, his ring of flaming knives moving with him in a pattern that no juggler could have accomplished - then his next knife flew straight for Kolanin's head.
He caught the blade between his fingers, but had to let go a moment later as the heated sein actually began to burn him. This Annemo was no Catai, but he was capable of concentrating an impressive amount of sein into each weapon. And while his skill was unnecessarily flashy, in ten years he might be able to fashion it into something terrible to behold.
His defense clearly ended the sparring, Annemo smoothly catching all the remaining knives as they came down, their flames dissipating. He gave a respectful nod toward Kolanin and started to move in his direction, only to be interrupted.
"Daddy!" A girl ran from an open doorway, holding her arms up toward him. Moments later a woman came after her, moving with more than normal speed to catch the girl before she could go too far.
Annemo quickly moved up to them, kneeling down and touching the girl's hair gently. Whatever he said was too low to hear, but he then rose to kiss the woman before turning back to meet Kolanin. His family disappeared back into the doorway as he loped toward them.
"Evening, Hanno-ren. Is this the Seinan Kolanin?"
"Yes. He has proved very reasonable." Hanno-ren folded his arms over his chest and moved back, gesturing between them. "He wants to talk to you about training our warriors."
"Oh, of course." Annemo wiped his hands off on his pants and gave him a respectful bow. "It seems you know something of sein yourself, Seinan Kolanin."
Kolanin smiled politely. "A little. But I wanted to speak to you about how you're training those warriors with promise..."
They spoke at some length about his perspective and strategy, but in this case Kolanin had little to suggest. Annemo understood the core principles of sein development for an army, even if he wasn't specifically trained in the field. All Kolanin could do was give his observations about how the resistance used high intensity attacks and how Gerant might prepare for them.
While they spoke, Hanno-ren moved away, apparently losing interest. When their business was concluded, Kolanin should have gone back with him, as they had more to accomplish before the day was done. Yet he found himself thinking mostly about Annemo, wondering why the man was stationed here. Their conversation had been brief, yet...
"Feinan Annemo... if I may ask, why are you here in this position? You don't strike me as the type who's interested in bloodshed, and with your talent you could have many other positions in better conditions."
"Not as many as you might think." Annemo examined him thoughtfully, as if evaluating him, then continued in a lower voice. "I hope you understand that I wouldn't be accepted as a tutor for some Seinan lord or anything of the sort."
"No, I simply meant a different military position."
"There are some that might be easier, but they don't pay as well as getting sent to Breilin." Another pause, and Kolanin didn't dare demand that he say more. Fortunately, after a time he kept speaking. "My wife and I would like to have more children. But not a clutch - I can't imagine forcing her to go through that. But the cost of the herbs, especially since we're having trouble conceiving..."
"It might not be you. That is a common side effect of starflower."
"Ah, is it? No one had even told us that much, we're going based on what she hears from her friends. But in any case, that's our reason."
Not so common, and it brought a smile to Kolanin's face even as it troubled him. "You don't have any trouble being together in an isolated position like this?"
"Oh, not at all. My wife is the one from this unit, actually, I transferred in later. So the men are used to her - I'm the only one who gets some anger over it, but after we had our daughter... well, you saw her. Even the most bitter soldier has to appreciate a child that innocent."
"You should leave."
Annemo stared at him in surprise and Kolanin found himself struggling for words. He was honestly surprised at himself. Though he had raised the subject with vague concerns in the back of his mind, he hadn't intended to state anything that blunt. After a long, uncomfortable pause, he turned back to the younger warrior.
"This land is even less stable than it appears. It's no place for anyone to raise a family."
"Do... do you know about something that's coming?"
"No. Not like that." Kolanin rubbed his forehead, suddenly too tired to continue the conversation. Annemo and his wife seemed so young, not to mention their daughter... "I have been stationed here for many years, and I don't like the direction things have gone. It will get worse."
"Well... thank you for your concern, Seinan Kolanin." Annemo bowed politely, but it was clear that he wouldn't do anything. Kolanin was no longer certain that he even should.
Kolanin made polite farewell and walked to join the Catai warrior. He wondered if that was the first true thing he'd said the whole day.




Chapter 48

-
"We already face one terrible form of opposition: Koreinan Aryabaus. I do not know if he is one of the terrible Deathspawn masters who the Legend proclaims will stand alongside the Dark Lord, but he very well may be. If that is so, then we are already playing a critical role. For as the Legend says, while the Hero defeats each of the Deathspawn masters, he may be assisted in each battle by his noble companions."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
"Elima, is something burning?" Slaten had been uncertain about it for a while, but decided to simply ask. The old healer moved a bit closer to his bed, sniffed the air, then shook her head.
"No, nothing burning."
"I see. Then I'd like to speak to Graenin, if possible."
"I don't like having the old goat in here, but fine, I'll send one of the girls to ask him."
She left, and that was it. Slaten stared down at his hands.
After so long struggling to deepen his understanding of sein, he'd reached the next stage anticlimactically. When he flexed his hands and let sein flow through them, he could access the new pool that dwelled within him. As he waited, he discovered that it was much easier to smell the work of the healers than it had been to taste or feel it. But for the most part, this new power didn't flow well with the rest, as if he'd been handed a weapon unlike any he'd ever trained with.
Without a way to use the new sein directly, Slaten shifted to a position where there wasn't any pressure on his healing leg and began to meditate. Not on sein directly, but envisioning combat within himself. That, at least, was much improved. Before it was all movement and instinct with the taste of blood in his mouth. Though smell didn't seem like an important sense, it made his internal vision of combat much more visceral.
While waiting, Slaten tried to envision himself against Narenel, Hanfel, and Graenin. Though it was only an estimate, he was confident in his conclusion that he would lose to all of them. He didn't even try to simulate a fight with Destrela, since he hadn't seen her in combat. With Graenin, he doubted he could close the distance between them. With Hanfel, it would all come down to if he could break the other man's defenses. With Narenel...
"You'd better not waste my time with this."
He opened his eyes to find Graenin standing beside his bed and frowning down at him. Slaten hastily inclined his head respectfully. "Elder Balunel told me that if I succeeded in deepening my sein, I would need to speak with you, since you have the most mastery of this type."
"Then show me. Whatever art you have to circulate it, just demonstrate."
Slaten hadn't expected such a direct demand, but hastened to obey. Most likely this would determine whether or not Graenin was willing to spend any time helping him at all. Laeri had said he refused to have anything to do with her, so the bar might be high. All he could do was focus on his new flow of sein and draw as deeply as he could.
Before too long, Graenin grunted. "Your internal discipline is very good for a swordsman, and your new reserve of sky sein is deep, for your age. But you completely lack the training to make good use of it, so it might as well be pointless."
"I would rather not believe that is true." Slaten had almost contradicted him more directly, but held himself back. Graenin frowned and examined him closely.
"Perhaps it would be best to pool all your sein to use your current abilities. Balunel explained the water metaphor to you, I presume. Though it isn't as efficient, you can draw one well of power up into your shallow pool. That will increase your stamina and reserves when fighting. You will need some time to master the technique and increase its efficiency, but I can give a few suggestions."
In response, Slaten tried to do exactly as he asked. He could feel the sein within him and drew it into his body, following the Coran strength techniques he'd learned. Though he did feel much of it slipping away from him, he could also feel the strengthened flow.
Graenin stared at him, then shook his head. "Hmph. Mudmen."
"I've heard that before. What does it mean?"
"It is a technical term in Estronn, not one you need to concern yourself with."
Slaten stared back at him. "I would prefer to know."
"Well..." Graenin threw up his hands. "The types of sein you primarily use are properly known as earth sein and water sein. Those fuel the strength and speed that most physical warriors use, and many never go beyond that. What do you get when you mix earth and water?"
"I see. Thank you for explaining." It had obviously been an insult, so he preferred to understand the meaning. That also explained why Graenin was reluctant to try to teach him anything new. The older man watched him for a time, stroking his goatee, then sighed.
"I stand by what I said earlier: you would be best served by just using your deepened sein as a raw reserve. But if you think you can accomplish something else, then I will teach you the most basic of exercises. If you can gather sein outside of your body, I'll consider teaching you anything else."
Graenin quickly showed him the basics and Slaten failed even the first steps of the exercises. Yet he felt fascinated by the techniques in a way he never had been when trying to learn how to heal. So much of his training had focused on sein flowing within his body, naturally it would be difficult for him to grasp a skill that did the opposite. But he had managed it for his blade, so given time he felt he could learn this as well.
And if Graenin refused to teach him, he'd learn what he could himself.
~ ~ ~
Once, Slaten would have believed that having nothing but time to train would have been a blessing. But as his days stretched onward, he found himself dissatisfied. Simply waiting to heal wasn't enough. The healers had a rhythm of life and work around him, but for him, the infirmary was nothing but a series of moments floating in the flow of his training.
His leg felt essentially better, so he dared to sit up and swing his legs off the side of the bed. This summoned Elima instantly, who swatted his head as she came up behind him.
"Don't go injuring yourself again!"
"Am I still not healed?" Slaten didn't put any weight on his legs, but left them dangling off the edge of the bed. "I know the breaks were serious, but I expected them to heal faster than this. How long is ideal for a recovery?"
"As long as you have." Elima sighed and rolled her eyes. "But I do understand how warriors are. I've been doing this for a long time, after all. All of your critical bones and muscles are in decent shape. If you absolutely must jump up and fight people, you won't destroy your leg. But it would be better to sit back and let your body do the healing."
Nodding his acceptance, Slaten slid his legs back onto the bed, but spoke to keep her there. "And how long do you think my body will decide to take?"
"It really isn't as simple as that. As much as I respect working along with the body instead of flooding sein into every problem, the body can be stupid. If you set a bone improperly, it will grow back wrong. Now, we've done all of the basics. But when it comes to sein and flesh..."
"Wait... is that why you've been doing so much sein-intensive work?"
"Look at you! So much more observant than before!" Elima patted him on the cheek. Given that she treated everyone that way, he didn't feel too demeaned. "Yes, you could think of it as setting your sein properly. There's some sort of terrible burning I've been working to fix, but that's not the biggest part. You've been working on Coran strength, Oken techniques, that awful skin-rupturing skill, and heaven knows what else. Not only your leg, your whole body will take the opportunity to adapt to it all."
That matched his personal efforts to unify all his training, and Slaten marveled at how much Elima could pick up from sein alone. But her words brought to mind an obvious conclusion. "If healing can have such an impact, why stop at healing injuries? Could you continue and make the body fundamentally better than it was before?"
To his surprise, Elima turned on him with a serious gaze. "Most warriors with a brain in their skulls think of that eventually. Don't. The body is a delicate thing. Most likely you'd do something wrong and create some horrible side effect."
"Most likely?"
"Even if you did everything right... there are lines that people should not cross." Elima was still looking in his direction, but her eyes focused on something beyond him. "It is natural for the body to grow stronger as you develop your sein, but to try to manipulate it unnaturally... that will lead to a place you'd regret."
She said nothing more, moving away and continuing with her work. Slaten didn't bring it up again.
~ ~ ~
Though he could walk on his own, Slaten was still careful to put most of his weight onto the crutch. It made reaching the eating chamber painfully slow, but he hoped it would help his development. His leg felt good, but he was still adjusting to the new flow of sein. Given how the injury had happened in the first place, he didn't want to take risks there.
When he arrived, he found the usual crowd of resistance members scattered across the tables. He spotted more scars and grim looks than he remembered the last time he had been there, but otherwise little had changed. Tani raised her hand to gesture him over.
"This way, Slaten!" When he approached, she looked at his leg in concern. "Was the injury more serious than they thought?"
"Just taking my time to recover properly." He eased down into the seat opposite her and looked over all the food on the table: chopped cockatrice meat, roasted strips of aurochs, cut fruit, and fresh vegetables. "I didn't know they had things like this."
"They don't, I brought them back from the mission." Tani gestured to the table. "Please, enjoy! It won't stay fresh for long, and I wanted to share this with someone who would appreciate it."
Tani set to eating with obvious relish herself. Slaten allowed himself to relax for a time and simply enjoy the food. It was certainly a pleasant change of pace from the daily bread in the infirmary. But as much as Tani was enjoying herself, he could see that her thoughts wandered elsewhere. Eventually her eating tine halted by the plate and she slowly finished chewing before speaking.
"What Celivia guessed was right. Most of the 'donations' to the resistance are just extorted from local villages. Banditry overall has gone down, but only because the resistance has pushed out smaller groups. Most of what we eat here is stolen."
Slaten glanced down at the food and Tani shook her head with a quick smile.
"Not this. Narenel is a stickler for honorable behavior and so it was all purchased. But most of the rest..."
"And you aren't comfortable with that?" Slaten had suspected as much and still wasn't sure how he felt about it. Given his focus on training, it had been easy to let it slip out of his mind. Judging from Tani's expression, she had spent a long time focusing on it.
"I don't know what to think. In a sense we don't have a choice, since we can't simply leave, but I don't find that comforting anymore. I want to do the right thing, I just can't tell what that is."
"Have you ventured into East Corah? Do you think stopping the fighting there justifies the methods?"
Tani sighed, took a bite, and chewed it thoughtfully before answering. "I won't deny that I've seen some terrible things. Aryabaus does seem to be a brutal warlord, and I don't think he has any intentions for peace like Kolanin did. But I don't know if the resistance can actually stop him. If most of their actions are devoted to protecting and feeding themselves, isn't that just a cycle causing unnecessary suffering?"
"That's difficult to know." Slaten felt that he had no answers to give, but since Tani seemed troubled, he offered the best he had. "Back in Bundlin... I often wondered if it would be easier if we surrendered and let the mansthein take over. It would be worse for a while, but perhaps fewer would suffer in the end."
"The idea of the Nelee surrendering makes me unhappy, but I do admit I think about it when it comes to the Coran kingdoms. Which isn't a comfortable thought. I'm glad I can't actually make that choice for them."
"Even if we could, I'm not sure that we should. Leaders like Kolanin are rare, and even he only reduced the harm of occupation a little. When I hear about some of the atrocities the mansthein have committed, sometimes I think that isn't an option at all."
Tani nodded slowly. "For me, the question is if we could defeat them at all. Their armies are so much larger than anything in the Chorhan Expanse, and the average strength of their warriors is higher. I see why people cling to the idea of a Hero to save them, because it's hard to see another path to victory." She closed her eyes and spoke more quietly. "If you had to choose now, what would you do?"
"In my head, I can justify how one way would be better, but I can make arguments for the other side too. Ultimately, I don't really know what would be best. Trying to force things one way or another might just make things worse."
"Then we're in the same position." Tani sighed and toyed with the food in front of her. "I wish Eraes was here. She could tell us more about how things are on other continents. I've tried to talk with Celivia, but she doesn't seem to like the subject. And most of the others just want to save their home."
"And you can't blame them for that."
"No, but I'm troubled by how many of them talk about needing to kill all the Deathspawn. When I tried to argue that we're not getting closer, some of them actually said we just need to hold out until the Hero comes to save us. Slaten... almost no one seems to know about Melal, but do you think he might still be having an effect?"
"I have no idea." Slaten had been enjoying the food up to that point, but now his stomach turned. "Sometimes I think it's worth it, if it keeps him here instead of causing problems elsewhere. But he's started training sometimes, and he's getting stronger. More focused, too. I'm afraid that we're just delaying the inevitable."
Tani sat in silence without eating for an uncomfortably long pause, then gave him an uneasy smile. "So... what do we actually do? I don't like to just continue forward mindlessly, but no matter how much I think about this it doesn't seem to help."
"I really don't know. Part of the problem is that we don't know what the mansthein actually want, at least with East Corah. Sometimes I think it would be good if Melal and Aryabaus killed each other, but..."
"But they might just send another army, and another Hero would eventually appear." Tani sighed, then forced a happier smile. "Well, I wasn't expecting us to solve this all in a day. Thank you for speaking about it, Slaten. Let's see if we can't enjoy this food properly, shall we?"
Slaten nodded and they both relished the meal, speaking about lighter subjects. Tani was interested in his training and had some suggestions for his new efforts, since the sense of smell had always been part of her sein flow. It was enjoyable and he was glad to get away from the infirmary for a while.
Another part of him was eager to go back and do nothing but heal.
~ ~ ~
Though he couldn't spar, Slaten often made his way down to the training room to continue his work. He kept the crutch now primarily to avoid being sent out on assignment, though he heard rumors that they were short on trained warriors and Destrela would send him in sooner or later. After so long just preparing, he was ready to actually use his skills.
For now, he simply used them in further preparation. That day, he found the training room mostly empty, yet still noisy. Melal was lifting large rings of stone and hurling them into the opposite walls, roaring as he did so. It seemed that expanding his sein into soul senses had made him substantially stronger. By contrast, the others made little impression. Balunel was as placid as always, Hanfel was practicing palm strikes against a wall, and Celivia was almost invisible in one corner.
As Slaten entered, he discovered that there was one more occupant of the room: Walernel. The young man had been watching Melal in awe and turned away only briefly, smiling as he saw him. "Hey, Slaten! Good to see you here, I feel like you've been healing forever!"
"I have mostly recovered now."
"Hurry up, or Melal will leave you far behind! I can't believe how much stronger he's gotten - I can't even budge one of those rings!"
Slaten nodded to him silently and went to meet Balunel instead. The old man was twisting the tuning knobs on his harp without plucking any of the strings. When Slaten came to stand before him, he didn't seem to notice at all, stretching the silence out for a long time before finally speaking.
"Well?"
"I have been trying to merge everything as you instructed," Slaten said.
"Into a defensive skill, yes? Hmm, then you need someone to hit you, don't you?" Balunel glanced over his shoulder expectantly, waited, then sighed and threw a rock in Hanfel's general direction. "Hey, help out the young man with this!"
Hanfel turned to them, wiping off his neck with a towel. Though he smiled, Slaten found himself evaluating the power in his arms and hoping that Balunel wasn't serious about him being struck. Hanfel folded his arms over his chest and watched him.
"Alright," Hanfel said, "show us what you have."
Closing his eyes, Slaten gathered everything that he had learned and tried to focus it into the new form. His chest slowly filled with the stillness of the infirmary, quiet and yet purposeful, prepared to spring into action at any moment. He gathered the flow of his sein first, then tightened his muscles, and finally tried to extend his sein just beyond himself to provide a protective layer.
A jarring harp note disrupted his concentration. Slaten was about to object when Balunel kept playing, a truly discordant song that set his teeth on edge. It seemed to disrupt his sein as well, which was when Slaten realized that it was entirely intentional. Instead of an attack, it was more like facing a strong wind. Resisting it and gathering himself was difficult, but he struggled through.
"You seem a little confused, boy." Balunel frowned and began to play louder. "Do you mean this technique to defend against blades? Against fists? Against sein itself?"
"I..." Slaten had to swallow and close his eyes to reply while maintaining his technique. "I had hoped to do all three."
"Hmm. Well, that's alright then. I was the one confused." Yet Balunel's frown deepened and he played more quickly.
Slaten hadn't been planning to use it, but he found himself reaching for the mental technique Tani had taught him, trying to ignore the unpleasant music entirely. The edges of his sein began fraying instead of flowing back into himself, but his technique was mostly correct. Just as he was starting to feel successful, Hanfel stepped up to stand in front of him.
The man pulled back and slammed a fist into his chest, knocking Slaten backward. Before he could land on his bad leg, Hanfel grabbed him by the shoulder and lifted him into the air. Hanfel was a shorter man, so it was awkward to hold him that way, but Hanfel stopped his momentum before lowering Slaten to the ground.
Immediately Slaten winced and held his chest. He could practically feel each of the man's knuckles marking his body. His technique had held instead of shattering, but it hadn't mattered much. If Hanfel had struck him seriously, he'd be dealing with broken ribs and perhaps damage to his heart as well. All he could do was try to build his defenses again despite the music undermining him.
"You're not bad," Hanfel said. "But this isn't a good use of your talent. This merger might save your life, but it will definitely be inferior to an art that has been refined over time. Dozens of generations of knights have perfected the Internal Sapphire Armor, for example, and true geniuses helped to construct the Mountain Cloak technique. Better to take what you've learned and apply it toward a real skill."
Slaten struggled to speak through the pain and the distraction, though it was getting easier. "I have no doubt those honored skills are superior. But unless you are offering, I have no one to instruct me in them."
"I use the Mountain Cloak myself, but I don't know that I have the time to teach you. Balunel, do you have something for him?" The older man just hummed to himself and continued playing. After a time, Hanfel sighed and looked back to Slaten. "Look, kid, I'm the last person who would tell you that you need to stick to a single discipline. But you want-"
"You are?" Slaten looked at him curiously and Hanfel shrugged.
"Guess I haven't mentioned it, but I'm half-Coran and half-Nol. Not welcome either place, believe me. The point is, I can take from both without merging them. Coran wrestling is stronger than people think, but I stick to Nol's martial arts. When it comes to strength, I follow Corah's traditions completely. If I tried to mix either one of those with other skills, I'd just end up with a weaker version."
"I understand what you're saying. Thank you for the instruction."
"Oh, it's not a problem. I was down here to help Melal anyway."
"Thank you both, elders." Slaten bowed respectfully, getting only a nod from Hanfel and nothing at all from Balunel. At least his harp music had faded away, allowing Slaten to relax his defenses. He felt surprisingly tired and his chest ached, yet he thought that he'd learned something. From the manner in which his sein had given way, he could improve the flow.
Whether or not that was an entirely lost cause, he wasn't sure. Slaten would be happy to learn from those wiser than him, it just seemed unlikely that he would be allowed to learn a refined art like the ones Hanfel mentioned. Such traditional arts also tended to require years of preparation before they showed their true effects, and he risked death if he didn't accomplish more now.
When he turned to leave, he found Celivia leaning on the wall beside the exit. She spoke before he could greet her. "It might seem arrogant to contradict people stronger and more skilled than I am, but I think they're wrong."
"Oh?" Slaten leaned carefully on his crutch to preserve his strength.
"Yes, there are many skills that have been refined over time and mastering them would grant you great strength. But it isn't possible to perfect any art, because how can perfection be static? Is every person identical, with the same body and sein? Even being trained in the same tradition, there will be differences. Your own skills may be less polished, but they are designed precisely for you."
That was sacrilege compared to the usual teachings of Oken elders, but Slaten found himself nodding in agreement. Celivia wouldn't have said something just to encourage him, so she must have meant it as honest advice. "Thank you, I will consider that. You think I should continue as I have, then?"
"If you get a chance to learn one of those traditional defensive skills, definitely do so. But for now, stick to what you know." Celivia cast him a brief smile. "I miss our training. If Elima won't attack me for it, we should start up again."
"I think I'll be able to soon." Slaten smiled back at her, but further conversation was interrupted by a roar.
Melal stood in the center of the chamber, numerous rings of stone held up on each arm. Sein flowed violently within him and, more alarmingly, his eyes shone starkly white. He grunted toward Walernel, breaking the young man out of his awed daze.
"Boy! Pick up one of those practice swords and hit me!"
"Really? But..." Walernel still hastened to obey him, picking up the heavy wooden sword. "Should I really...?"
"Do it! Right in the stomach!"
Walernel shifted his hands on his sword, then struck forward. Weak, but his form was correct. The wooden blade struck Melal's chest and he didn't even grunt. After a moment of surprise, the boy grinned and struck again, stabbing out into Melal's stomach and again doing nothing. He tried stronger and stronger blows until one actually knocked the blade from his hands.
"Incredible!" Walernel stared at him in awe. "You're as strong as a Catai!"
That was nowhere near true, but Slaten didn't have the strength to argue. The soft light from the sein spheres on the walls seemed to have become harsh and white. Melal dropped the rings of stone with a loud crash and stood tall in the center of the chamber, chest heaving.
"Very good." Hanfel gave him an appreciative clap on the shoulder. "You've mastered much of the skill."
"No, this is something new," Melal declared. "Nothing like that stupid skill Narenel used against me. I'll name this the Internal Golden Armor!"
Walernel gasped. "You developed a new skill? That's incredible!"
"That's to be expected! I am the Hero, after all!"
"The Hero!" Though Walernel gasped the title, there was no questioning in his voice. He believed it, and in that moment he believed in Melal utterly. Even Hanfel seemed impressed, while Balunel had turned away, tuning his harp and muttering to himself.
Slaten didn't have the strength to think about it. He started to walk away, intending to go back to the infirmary and stop thinking. Before he could shut down, he realized that Celivia had come to walk alongside him. "You look unhappy."
"You think so?" Slaten felt a current of shame to speak so unpleasantly, but felt more frustration than shame. "I've been working for so long, and in a few days, Melal just..." He cut off bitterly, tilting toward shame as other thoughts came to mind. "I'm sorry. I know that this is nothing compared to what so many other people have endured."
"It's good that you know that."
"I apologize. It's just... this is all I have."
"I wasn't judging you, Slaten." Celivia stepped closer to him with a strange expression on her face, almost touching him. After a long pause in which it seemed that she was about to say something, she shook her head. "You're more than training and fighting, Slaten. Don't give up."
With that, she left him there in the corridor. Slaten looked after her for a time, then moved in a different direction. While not exactly encouraged, he didn't think that he would shut down when he got back to the infirmary. He still found himself limping as he walked.
~ ~ ~
At last Slaten couldn't justify spending any more time in the infirmary. Though it had been a good change of pace to develop without sparring, he felt as though if he went any longer, he would lose his edge. After Elima checked his leg one last time, he said farewell to the healers and left.
The other primary reason he wanted to go was that he had understood enough of his new sein that he dared to approach Graenin. He probably only had one chance to convince the Estronese man, so part of him wanted to prepare as long as possible. But based on what Destrela had been hinting, he thought time was limited. If he didn't take a risk, he would wait too long.
As one of the resistance's strongest warriors, Graenin had his own rooms separated from the main quarters. Slaten had discovered them during his exploration of the tunnels and now headed directly there to meet with him. The door was covered only by a curtain and there was no way to knock on stone, so Slaten leaned inside.
"Graenin?"
His first thought was that the chambers were empty, though he couldn't see into the shadows of the second room. He saw a worktable near him with several sein spheres lying broken across the surface. An armchair with several books stacked on it sat in another corner beside a bookshelf. Slaten's eyes kept scanning until he found the bed, which was covered in rumpled sheets.
More importantly, Veron lay in those sheets. She pushed herself up, making it very clear that she wasn't wearing anything underneath - Slaten averted his eyes. "Oh, hey, Slaten. You wanted to talk to Graenin?"
"I did. Would you please put on a shirt or cover yourself?"
"Nah. You want to stay, you'll have to deal with it."
Something in her tone was more than simple mockery. Slaten looked back, locking his gaze on her eyes. "Are you trying to get rid of me?"
"Maybe." Veron drawled out the word with a grin and then turned back toward the other room. "I don't think he's leaving. He's a stubborn one."
Graenin emerged from the shadows of the back room, cursing under his breath. He came to face Slaten and folded his arms within his robe. "I have more important things to be doing than throwing diamonds before mudmen. Wasn't my previous lesson enough?"
"You can judge that for yourself." Slaten raised his hand and let his sein flow down it, extending the strength beyond his palm. More than that, he tried to make it affect the world. After so long working on the skill, he could feel it shifting, but it drained most of what he had in him. Eventually his palm began to flicker blue and Graenin raised his eyebrows.
"You've put a great deal of time into this. Why?"
"Marginally more strength or stamina won't be a significant advantage for me," Slaten said. "But if I can acquire a different skill to use all my sein efficiently, it would benefit me even if I never master it."
"Hmph. I suppose you're not just a thug after all." Graenin walked closer and looked at his palm briefly before shaking his head. "But this blue light... that isn't good, it's a sign of incompetence."
Veron had pulled a sheet around herself, though she still sprawled backward on the bed. "What, and green is better?"
"The color is irrelevant, merely a byproduct of the nature of one's sein. What matters is that this light is wasteful."
"And yours isn't?"
Graenin sniffed. "There is a difference. His power is being wasted as useless light, whereas the majority of mine is focused power and only a minority escapes. Do you really intend to just lie there while I teach him?"
"Yeah, I'm good here." Veron sat back to watch, so Graenin sighed. Meanwhile, Slaten was focused on the conversation, trying to choose his first question.
"I could tell that my light was nothing like yours, but I wasn't sure as to why. Is the difference more than just power?"
"Oh, unquestionably more. Come over here and observe." Graenin walked to the worktable and waved his hand toward one of the slightly cracked spheres. It lit without him touching it, a trick that Slaten had never even attempted. "You see the light being expelled? It is not sein, merely the influence of sein on the world. Useful, if your goal is to illuminate a room. What you gathered in your palm... well, it is not so useful unless your goal is to shine a light on your enemy."
"I understand what you mean, but I'm not sure I understand what I'm doing wrong."
"In this, you are no fool. I cannot count how many young warriors master the basics of sky sein and immediately try to throw great spheres of light or fireballs or all matter of nonsense. They think that the flashier a skill is, the more power it must have." He gave a snort of disgust. "In fact, in most cases, the more dramatic the appearance, the more power is being wasted on useless light."
Slaten nodded understanding. "You want all the force of your body to be applied to the opponent. There is a similar principle with unnecessary movements in swordplay."
"What you are considering now is far more complex... but yes, the principle is similar. At least you avoided one bad habit: many novices waste huge amounts of energy as heat. Your sein is completely cold, so at least your training so far hasn't been worthless. You're never going to master the full light spectrum of sein, but you aren't hopeless."
"The most I had hoped to do was understand a single technique that would allow me to strike at range."
"You could learn such, but first you will need to adapt your normal flow of sein to such a skill, otherwise it would take far too much concentration to be used in a real battle. There are many pitfalls to such a path as well." Graenin shook his head. "There are idiot schools of fighting in Onel Chaentan that actually draw sein into an aura around themselves, wasting fathomless amounts of it into the air. But if you listen well, you can avoid such dead ends and become more than a mere mudman."
"Not to interrupt," Veron said, "but we have a voyeur."
They turned and found Destrela leaning in the doorway, watching them with a look of mild distaste. She glanced at Veron when she spoke. "Says the woman who won't even get dressed."
Veron shrugged. "Why?"
"I'm not here to waste time." Destrela turned back to them, casting only a brief glance at Slaten's leg before looking to Graenin. "We have a chance to hit one of the most important cities they captured, but only if we draw off the bulk of them with another assignment. I'll need both of you."
Graenin frowned. "Now? The boy needs to focus on grasping the basics of his new skills, or what little talent he has will be wasted."
"Not immediately. I'm not sure when. Not more than thirty days. But get ready. All of you." With that, Destrela backed out and vanished into the dark corridor.
Slaten took a deep breath and closed his eyes. His time of recovery and training was clearly over.




Chapter 49

-
"As for the Dark Lord himself, no such being appears to exist aside from rumors among the Deathspawn. I believe that once the Hero has gathered his companions and defeated all of the Deathspawn masters, the Dark Lord himself will descend from the night to do battle with him. At that moment, there will be nothing any of us can do but stand in awe and await the Legend's end."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Tani sat beside the camp with her arms around her legs, watching the fight and wondering if this had been a good idea. On one hand, it was unquestionably more interesting to have both Narenel and Slaten with her group. But she'd underestimated how much swordsmen could talk about swords. Narenel had noticed and tried to keep the conversation to sein techniques she could appreciate, but they also spent a lot of time discussing the details of swordplay.
They were sparring at that moment, Narenel holding back to keep the fight fair. Even to her eyes, the difference between their styles was clear: Narenel's strikes included more thrusts while Slaten used sweeping cuts. Both very direct and dangerous, however, making it interesting just to watch them, at least for a while. Eventually she'd throw in some knives and see how they reacted to that.
But before she could reach that point, Veron showed up and jerked a thumb over her shoulder. "Let's move, kids. You need to see this."
There was no trace of joking in the woman's voice, so Tani hopped up to her feet and checked her knives. Narenel and Slaten stopped sparring, put away their blades, and joined them. Veron headed away from camp at a swift pace, not glancing to the sides. Tani looked and saw the others mostly just working, though Melal had gotten up and was looking at them curiously.
"We're not taking anyone else?" Tani asked. Veron shook her head.
"We need people who can scout first. You'll see when we get there." With that, she began to run, forcing the others to struggle to catch up to her.
It seemed clear that they were headed for the village near their camp, one that was allied with them and allegedly one of the targets of Aryabaus's depredations. Tani had visited several days ago and it had seemed unremarkable, just a convenient place from which the resistance could operate. Surely it couldn't have been attacked, since they would have noticed and gone to assist.
Yet as they drew closer, Tani knew deep in her bones that something was wrong. Something about the inactivity in the village, an oddity about the shape of the houses. She narrowed her eyes and focused her senses forward. It was nothing dramatic, but her deepened sein could sharpen her vision until she could-
Tani stumbled, nearly falling entirely.
By the time she regained her balance, they had come even closer. The others saw as well, coming to a halt. Tani was dimly aware of the fact that Hanfel was approaching them from the village, but could barely focus on him, not compared to the sight in front of her.
The villagers had been spitted atop the houses, some impaled through the chest on short spears, some with the shafts pushed through their entire bodies. Judging from the blood and the torn hands of some, they had been alive when they were impaled. Yet there was no sign of a struggle throughout the rest of the village, just the corpses mounted atop the houses.
"This isn't the only place." Hanfel reached them with a grim expression. "I'd heard rumors, but I had always discounted them. Having seen this, I assume they were true. Aryabaus is hitting villages that work with us and killing everyone."
"Do you think he's torturing them for information?" Veron moved closer, examining the bodies seriously.
"It's difficult to tell, but here, I don't think anyone was interrogated. Just killed, to send a message."
"Shit, that's Shifty." Veron looked up toward one of the corpses near her. "He was working with you, right?"
Hanfel nodded. "He was a local informant, yes."
"Sorry I vomited into your pants, Shifty."
Everyone turned to look at Veron, but Hanfel was the one who spoke. "What?"
When she didn't respond, Hanfel just shrugged it off. He turned back to look at them, briefly meeting Tani's gaze before looking back to the gruesome village. "Either Aryabaus believes that all the others will fall into line out of fear, or he's abandoned any possibility but total war. I didn't think it would come to this."
Everyone was taken aback by the corpses, but Tani found herself more horrified than the others... because the spears impaling the villagers were Rhen spears. Not patterns that she knew, but the binding was unmistakable, which left her with a growing feeling of dread.
Without warning, she felt an immense weight appear in one of the houses. Tani sensed it as it moved and was able to turn her head to look, but it emerged too fast for her to react. One of the thatch walls exploded outward as a Catai warrior burst from it, directly behind Hanfel.
Yet the half-Coran man reacted even faster than Tani, dodging the mace swinging at his head and instead lunging backward toward the Catai. The huge warrior looked surprised to see someone enter his range so quickly and tried to strike with his free hand, but Hanfel caught the blow and used his momentum to flip the Catai over his head and send him crashing to the ground.
Only then did Tani manage to react. In the time it took her to draw one of her knives, Veron had darted in, stabbing downward. The Catai spun from the ground, legs flashing in whirling kicks and forcing everyone back. Tani waited until he vaulted back to his feet and then threw as hard as she could.
The knife nearly hit his eye, the Catai jerking his head aside at the last second. It still drew a line of blood across his cheek. She saw his eyes widen, and a moment later Narenel lunged at him from behind. Instead of fighting, the Catai leapt backward to the top of one of the houses.
"This is what will happen to all your allies!" He laughed and nudged one of the spears with his foot. "But this message isn't for you. It's for everyone who considers working with you."
Then he kicked the spear, sending the corpse hurtling toward them. Everyone dodged backward on instinct, and in that time he leapt away, sprinting out of the village and into the grasslands. Before Tani could say anything, Narenel, Veron, and Hanfel sped after him. Though she might have been able to keep up, she was afraid she would be too vulnerable if she did catch up to the Catai.
Seeing the spear close up confirmed her suspicions. A knot formed in the bottom of her stomach.
"Unnecessarily cruel." The soft words came from Slaten as he came to stand beside her. "Look at the holes in the hands and feet - those were inflicted to cause pain but aren't visible from the ground, so they don't even help the effect."
She preferred not to look at the injuries, and Slaten's dark evaluation troubled her, but at that moment she was surprised by another presence. Melal walked up beside them, his eyes bright.
"This is an atrocity! Only the Deathspawn would do such a thing."
"I..." Tani took a deep breath and turned to face Slaten and Melal. "I'm not sure that's true. These spears look too familiar to me. I'm afraid Subenor may be involved."
"Who?"
"I explained this to you!" Tani glared at Melal's uncomprehending look, wondering if he had even been listening. At least Slaten shifted his stance and cautiously put a hand on the hilt of his sword. She hadn't given them all the details, but she'd told them about her encounter with Subenor and how dangerous he could be. It had never occurred to her that he could be involved with this...
"Because of the spears?" Slaten asked. "You think he's carrying out every attack personally?"
"Probably not all of them, but I have a strong suspicion he's behind it." Tani didn't want to talk about the subject and glanced toward Melal, but he seemed distracted, so she plunged forward. "There used to be a tribe called the Zihaa that would impale their victims like this. The Confederation of Tribes condemned the practice, but they didn't stop."
Slaten watched her thoughtfully. "I haven't heard of them. This happened recently?"
"No, before our generation. It's something most Rhen would prefer to be forgotten, but it was a major factor when the Corans were first invading the Expanse. Many of them still think of all of us as savages, but the Zihaa were the only tribe to ever practice impalement. My master said it didn't help international relations."
"You spoke of them in the past tense?"
"Most of them died during the invasions, and the Confederation of Tribes decided to expunge all trace of their heritage, techniques, and traditions. But my master didn't care and told me abo-" At that moment Melal moved between them, interrupting her. She wondered if he might throw condemnations, but the look on his face was strange.
"I just can't believe it..." Melal was still shaking his head as he looked at the corpses, though there wasn't much emotion in his voice. "I've been too complacent. Letting the Deathspawn live when we need to be exterminating all of them, before they can do more of this. If I get my hands on the person who did this..."
"That would be me."
The voice was exactly the one she remembered. Tani flinched in shock, drawing her sickle knife as she turned, but there was no attack forthcoming.
Subenor stood on top of another one of the buildings, holding his spear at an angle behind him. There was an amused smile on his face as he looked down at them, but in his eyes she saw only a hard darkness. Slaten drew his sword immediately and raised it in a defensive position, while Melal turned and glared at him.
"You see," Subenor said carelessly, "I'll actually be a bit offended if I don't receive the credit for this. It wasn't easy, believe me. These Deathspawn have weaker stomachs than you might expect."
Tani readied her sickle knife defensively while she drew three knives in her other hand and concentrated as much sein in them as she could. "Why are you doing this?"
"I have my reasons." Subenor shrugged, though his spear never wavered from combat position for an instant. "If you really know your history then you shouldn't object to this, little Nelee child. The Zihaa had the right idea, in technique and in diplomacy. The Corans have committed atrocities against us, swarming out into our territories and taking what wasn't theirs."
"Don't pretend you care about that!" Tani tried to breathe deeply and not allow her anger control her, but some of it leaked out into her voice. "You'll hurt anyone in your way, no matter who they are."
"That doesn't mean it isn't true. But you're right, I don't really care. The strong take what belongs to them. Rhen, Coran, or Deathspawn, it's not really any different."
"Then why are y-"
"Shut up!" The yell came from Melal, who drew his sword with a ringing sound. He thrust it into the air, pointing directly at Subenor. "Human and Deathspawn are completely different! If you're working with them, you're equally evil! I'll slay you here and now!"
Subenor gave him an amused glance, then his gaze returned to Tani before he spoke. "I see even this sight didn't break your spirit. I'll leave you alive for today, but your friends..."
Tani knew he was going to move quickly and she still couldn't react fast enough. This time she at least saw his lunge - a step to the edge of the roof and then propelling himself from it as his spear whipped forward - but she couldn't make her body move.
His spear hit Melal in the eye and he dropped like a stone.
Tani cried out, not sure if he was dead, and began throwing her knives in quick succession. The first two were effortlessly deflected by Subenor's spinning spear, but before the third landed, Slaten made a strange throwing motion with his hand, a flicker of blue light moving with it.
Something struck the side of Subenor's head and he flinched... but only slightly. It wasn't enough to keep him from deflecting Tani's third knife, not even looking at it anymore. He glanced toward Slaten with something between pity and amusement, then lunged at him.
Slaten deflected two thrusts, not even trying to hold ground, just struggling to gain enough space to leap away. He managed it, but even as he leapt back, Subenor's spear flashed out again, hitting his side and sending Slaten crashing to the ground in a trail of blood.
Subenor raised his spear to stab into Slaten, so Tani hurled a knife in between them. He turned back to her and shook his head. She had drawn her remaining knives, but didn't throw them. She didn't think they could win, the question was if they could hold him off long enough.
"Did they teach you arithmetic, girl?" Subenor turned away from Slaten's body to look at her, lip curling again. "It doesn't apply here. One and one and one does not equal three, it is only three ones. And now there is only one left."
Fighting him directly was hopeless, yet Tani knew that she couldn't outrun him. If she turned her back, she'd just give him a target for his spear. Tani went back to the lessons Veron had taught her, trying to force every bit of sein she possessed to flow through her at once. The fight wouldn't last longer than a few seconds, so she needed to put everything she had into those seconds.
"I'd like to take my time, but I should end this quickly. So, little g-" He cut off mid-word, lunging directly toward her, killing intent in his eyes.
This time, Tani was able to make herself move. She threw her knives directly toward his face, anticipating his movements so he couldn't dodge. Yet even coming directly toward her he was able to deflect all of them until suddenly he was in range, thrusting toward her.
She automatically threw up her sickle knife, deflecting his first thrust. Yet the shaft of his spear spun around, swiftly moving back into position to thrust again. Tani attempted to hook his spear and gain control of it, yet when she tried, he shifted in a strange cutting movement. Pain shot through her hand and the sickle knife fell to the ground.
All she had left was one knife at her waist, yet she didn't have time to draw it before he would impale her. Just as Tani was about to give up, she saw a dark object moving behind Subenor. Slaten was still alive - and he thrust his hand out again.
Subenor contemptuously let the burst of sein splash off his back, thrusting his spear behind him to stab Slaten. Yet the Oken warrior was already moving, hacking down - not close enough to strike Subenor, instead anticipating his thrust and striking toward it from the beginning. His sword hit the shaft of the spear, smashing it downward, and for a moment Subenor was actually off guard.
Tani drew her last knife and threw it at his chest with everything she had left.
It didn't come close. Though she forced Subenor to retreat instead of counterattack, he was able to leap away from them and land some distance down the street. He no longer displayed any amusement, not taunting as he shifted his spear into killing position.
Veron flashed from in between two nearby buildings, striking at Subenor's back. He barely managed to deflect the blow and the force of it knocked him back a step. Yet instead of retreating, he turned on her quickly. Only by throwing herself back did Veron manage to dodge his counterattack, and for a moment Tani feared that she would be impaled by the next thrust.
Yet her sword wove an agile defense, knocking aside Subenor's spear with enough power that he couldn't continue his assault so relentlessly. They exchanged several blows, then Subenor looked to the side. Tani almost suspected it was a trick, but a moment later he leapt away, fleeing the village.
Looking in the direction he had glanced, Tani saw Hanfel and Narenel approaching. Though the tension tried to keep its grip on her body, it gradually began to drain away. She saw that Veron was cursing and rubbing a cut on her shoulder. Slaten was barely standing, while Melal writhed and clutched his face.
But all of that faded away as Tani felt the pain coming from her hand. She tried to wipe it off and was surprised by the amount of blood. Only when she tried to wipe it off again did she realize.
The smallest finger on her hand was gone.
She stared at the cleanly sliced stump on her hand, not quite believing it and yet convinced by the growing pain as the shock left her body. It must have been while she was fighting Subenor hand to hand, yet she'd barely felt it. Tani clutched her hand to stop the blood flow and began desperately looking for her finger through the dust.
"Oh... Tani, I'm so sorry..." Only when he spoke did she realize that Narenel was standing beside her. He quickly moved to clean and bandage her hand. Just having someone care for it helped Tani's mind recover, though her hand...
Instead of that, she focused on the others. Slaten appeared to be heavily injured, but Veron was assisting him and it seemed that he'd survive. Melal was back on his feet and cursing violently, his hand clutching at his face. It took her some time to glimpse the injury behind it and saw the ugly gash that went straight through where his eye had been.
"I'll kill him! I'll fucking kill him!"
None of the others bothered to argue with Melal, just making their plans. Tani didn't have the strength to help, simply sitting in one place until Veron came by. "You okay, kid?"
Tani held up her hand mutely.
"Damn. Nothing I can say about that."
Thinking about it hurt more than the pain itself. To give herself something else to think about, Tani focused on Veron. "Could you beat him?"
"The Rhen? He's definitely faster than me, so I don't like my odds." Veron stared down at her for a while, opened her mouth as if to say something, then shut it and moved away. That was just as well, since Tani doubted Veron would be any good at comfort.
They agreed that they needed to return to the base as quickly as they safely could, both for healing and to report what they'd learned. Tani nodded numbly. After running hard that night, they made camp without a fire. Slaten came and sat beside her without speaking. It helped a little, but eventually she pretended to lie down to sleep.
Instead she slowly placed her throwing knives into her hand. Her remaining fingers trembled, but she managed to grip two sufficiently. When she tried to add a third, it tumbled out of her hands.
Tani closed her eyes and did not sleep.
~ ~ ~
By the time they returned to the resistance base, Tani was able to act normally and the numbness inside her had become manageable. She focused on Jaer's technique almost constantly, not to defend against anything but just to maintain herself. This wasn't the worst thing that could have happened, and she still had her life.
"You should be proud of how well you did," Narenel was saying. "From what I saw, he wasn't holding back at all. The fact that someone that strong couldn't toy with you is a sign of how far you've come."
She nodded and smiled at him, but his words couldn't reach inside her. Tani never stared at her hand, but she always felt it, a dull ache where her finger should have been. The numbness was under control, now she just had to deal with the bitterness.
When they reached the entrance tunnel, they were met by a large group. Right, Veron had gone ahead to alert the base of their condition. Tani sat down where the healers told her to, let them see her hand... and watched as they pulled back. They also shied way from Melal, who glared at them, and went to tend to Slaten's injuries.
Laeri followed after the others. When she saw Tani's hand tears formed in her eyes, so large that Tani bitterly wondered if they were fake. A moment later the other woman embraced her fiercely. "Oh, that's so horrible! How awful for you!"
"Can you do anything about it?"
"I... I'm sorry. Even if I was there right after the cut, I don't know if I could reattach it. Better healers could. And regrowing... I've heard stories, but I don't think it's actually possible. I'm so sorry... if they had let me come along, maybe... maybe..."
Warm sein emanated from Laeri's hands, at least easing the pain. Her hand had been clenched for so long that it felt good to finally relax, though Laeri couldn't do anything about her internal state. Tani was just about to thank her when Melal moved in between them and grabbed her arms.
"That bastard took my eye! Heal it!"
"Ah!" Laeri gasped and shook her head apologetically. "I'm sorry, but... it looks like the whole eye was... oh, that's awful... I can close up some of the cut, but there's nothing else I can do..."
"Just try, dammit!" Melal wrenched her hand upward to touch his face.
Though she kept mumbling apologies, Laeri did as he asked, beginning to heal the cut on his face. Yet after a short time, she gasped. Tani frowned, trying to observe the sein between them more closely. She smelled mint, tasted spices, felt weight... yet all of those senses told her something that didn't make sense.
Sein gushed from Laeri like out of an open wound, flooding into Melal. Her body sagged, yet her hand stayed firm on his face for a while longer. Finally she fell, her blue robe fluttering as she crumpled to the ground.
Melal's eye was back. A scar from the cut remained, but his eye was restored as if nothing had happened. No, the white iris seemed to burn even brighter. As Melal gave a triumphant grin and sauntered into the base, Tani had to look away.
Her hand was beginning to ache again. Tani clutched it until it hurt more.




Chapter 50

-
"Until then, we must unite Corah. This proves a difficult task, as the traitors to the south consider themselves above us, while the west remains unwilling even to assist. I have sent letters to Rahler himself, showing him the truth of the Legend, yet he refuses to reply. Perhaps the rumors of his mental state are true, or perhaps the Deathspawn have deceived him."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Veron wandered the tunnels, drinking while she looked for a good drink.
There was nothing to do except prepare for the battle to come, and she didn't want to do that. Though she was starting to see sein a bit, she wasn't going to discover some new secret that would transform her strength. It was too late for that. Maybe the kids could gain a bit of an edge that would keep them alive, but she was too old for such last second training.
Drinking alone was fine, but that only worked for a day or two. She needed to take her mind off things, and with everyone talking about the Legend and their upcoming glorious victory, alcohol alone wasn't enough. If she could find Graenin, they could drink and fuck, but he was making himself scarce, taking everything too seriously.
Well, she didn't need him to do either. But she did need someone or she'd end up a drunken mess when they needed to go fight. And that could be any time now, since Destrela just seemed to be waiting for everyone to finish healing.
Discovering the cavern that served as a bar was mostly empty, Veron hopped over the counter and rummaged among the supplies. Requisitioned supplies for the resistance. Someone saw her, started to say something, then saw who it was and shut up. Sticking around in one place had its advantages after all.
She came out with three interesting finds. A jar of some sort of brandy that she didn't know, but a single sip warmed her mouth. A bottle of Estronese wine that had a lovely balance of sweet and sour that she associated with older vintages. And finally a gourd of moonshine that had an aroma of headbutting an aurochs repeatedly.
Just when she settled down on a stool to check her first impressions as many times as necessary, Veron realized that someone else was approaching. Melal, in fact, looking all bright-eyed and eager. Had the gall to slide right up next to her, too.
"Looking to take the edge off before the battle?"
"Just thirsty." Veron met his gaze without blinking and slowly took a drink. Didn't stop that fucking grin.
"Looks like Graenin has been neglecting you lately. A woman like you deserves better."
"Oh, fuck off, Melal."
He glowered at that and she saw real violence in his eyes. "I'm the Hero."
"Okay. Is this the sort of thing the Hero should be doing?" She let one hand slide toward her sword but otherwise didn't look away from him. After a pause, Melal's body relaxed and he moved to lean against the wall.
"I guess I have more important things to deal with. Like that motherfucker who took my eye. Tani says he's named Subenor - he's the newest name on my list of people to kill."
"That's nice."
"Before him, there's that damn Catai, Hakkiv. He had the nerve to humiliate me twice, but I've become far more powerful than the last time we fought. It won't go the same as last time." Melal clenched a fist and stared down at it. "And Narenel, of course. He'll pay for disrespecting me."
Veron took another drink, trying to decide whether or not to comment on that. "One of those names is, you know, on our side."
"For now, but I've already seen how humans can turn and join the Deathspawn. He can't be trusted, and when he steps out of line, he'll pay."
Nothing was going to taste good while Melal was hanging around, and he obviously wasn't going to leave. Veron considered her options and decided that all of them were terrible. After a long drink, she looked over Melal's shoulder and widened her eyes. "Damn, Laeri, put some clothes on!"
When he turned to look, Veron bolted.
After a sprint through several corridors, she thought she'd lost him. Veron shifted back down to a trot and considered her inventory. She still had a lot of standard Coran beer, plus the new drinks she'd requisitioned. That was enough, she just needed something to wash the taste of Melal out of her mouth. Veron realized that sounded dirty and then realized that she didn't care.
Where to next? Veron ambled toward the training chamber to see who was there. Tani had said she didn't drink, but maybe she could be convinced. Getting the little Rhen girl drunk might make for an interesting night, and maybe it would help pick her up.
Her hopes were dashed when she found the room mostly empty. Graenin was there, but he was working with Slaten, and the idea of trying to drink with Slaten almost sobered her up. She didn't entirely get what they were doing, but it was more of the type of mystical bullshit she hated. Admittedly, Graenin's bullshit could blow a hole in someone, so she was okay with it. Veron stuck to her sword.
When she ambled in, Graenin spoke to Slaten in a low voice, then moved to meet her. "Veron. You've started celebrating early."
"Hey, I woke up this morning. Gotta reward myself for that."
"You're more motivated than you want everyone to believe." He stuck his hands into the sleeves of his robe and examined her thoughtfully. "I think I'm close to breaking through a barrier myself. Seeing a warrior trying to adopt sky sein has led me to some new insights. But the greater inspiration was witnessing your speed and strength. I have lessons to take from that."
"Aww, thanks. If the lessons were worth so much to you, pay me for them."
He ignored her entirely, which Veron didn't mind. Graenin could be an ass sometimes, but he didn't complicate her life much. Unfortunately, he seemed much too focused to fuck. "Be careful, Veron. Destrela has been telling me about our target, and it's... well, it's a city with a significant Deathspawn army. We'll need to be prepared."
"I will be. I just need to get my head clear before the fight." After an awkward pause, Veron leaned forward and kissed him on an impulse. He looked surprised and she smirked to lessen the effect. "You do what you have to do, but after we win this, I want to fuck for an entire day."
"I am not a man motivated by such base desires, but..." She saw a devilish spark in his eyes and her smirk broadened. All the idiots would be celebrating afterward, so it would be nice to spend time with a non-idiot.
Since Graenin went back to his work, Veron had to go back to wandering. She felt more clear-headed now, which was not the goal. Where else could she go? Veron actually considered stopping by the infirmary, since she had a feeling that old Elima could drink more than she let on. But healers were always careful about keeping their bodies in balance, so no doubt she was preparing for the battle. Shame.
Without really thinking about it, Veron wandered closer to the exit tunnels. Not so many people there, which was fine with her. She was just slouching along one of the poorly lit tunnels when she suddenly came face to face with Celivia.
They stared at each other. Fuck it, might as well. Veron extended her jug and waved it vaguely. "Want a drink?"
"Sure."
Veron blinked at the response, not having really expected the offer to be accepted. But why not? She jerked her head toward a side corridor. "There's a dead end with a sein sphere that nobody goes to. We can get completely drunk there and no one will bother us."
They headed in that direction, Celivia completely silent. It bothered Veron enough that eventually she had to speak up again.
"I wasn't sure if you drank."
"I don't, often."
"Then I'll take it easy on you."
To her surprise, that got a sharp competitive grin. "I didn't say I don't drink well. Try me."
"Ha! You'll regret that!"
They found the dead end, complete with the barrels Veron had left there. She almost thought that she had a lot more to drink before remembering that she'd emptied the barrels earlier and just kept them around to use as seats. Still, good enough. Veron poked at the sein sphere that lay in the corner until it lit up the area enough that she could see without hurting her eyes.
She dropped down onto one barrel and pulled out two cups. "Here's how it will work, then. Whatever we drink, we both drink a cup of it. You can ask for something, so can I. Winner is the one still standing. Sitting. You know what I mean."
"Works for me." Celivia sat down and took one of the cups.
"You're pretty smug about this." Veron eyed her and decided to start out by filling both cups from the gourd of moonshine. "Drink."
Celivia frowned when she smelled it, but tipped the cup back and drank it all at once. She winced and clenched her eyes closed, but that was it, then she raised her cup and wiggled it side to side. Veron laughed in pleasant surprise and downed her own cup. Yeah, just like headbutting an aurochs. She'd become familiar with the beast before the night was over.
"Are they going to make you sit out this fight, too?"
"Thankfully not," Celivia said. "It sounds like we need whoever we can get. Do you know the exact target we're going to hit?"
"Nah, they're keeping me in the dark too. Gotta be one of the occupied Coran cities based on the distractions, but I don't feel like talking about that. What next?"
Celivia gestured to the brandy, so Veron poured that into both cups. They settled back and began to sip it. Though Veron was getting more comfortable and starting to think drinking with Celivia had been the right choice, she wasn't sure what to say next. Fortunately, the other woman spoke up before too long.
"Why are you really with the resistance, Veron?"
"What, you think I'm a spy or something?"
"I wasn't thinking that. I was thinking you might run off with all their coin if you knew where Destrela kept it."
"Nah, I wouldn't do that. They don't have enough extra money to steal." Veron smirked and took another sip of the brandy. "Mostly I'm here because it's convenient. Banditry is dusty, desperate work. You get some coin, but a lot of what you take you have to find a way to sell. And then you need to get food and a place to stay, somewhere people won't recognize you. Here, I might have to fight, but I get a place to sleep, and all I can eat or drink. What's not to like?"
"The part about risking your life for a cause you don't believe in, I assumed."
"What, you think I don't care about East Corah? Fuck no, let's liberate the motherland, or whatever."
Instead of dignifying that with a response, Celivia just took another drink. Veron began drinking deeper, not really enjoying the taste, just the warmth spreading inside her.
"What's with the personal question? You wanting to have a mushy heart-to-heart conversation?"
"I'm just trying to charm you out of your pants."
"There's a chance I'll vomit on them at some point, so you might be in luck."
Celivia wasn't smiling, though, either at her own joke or Veron's. Instead her eyes focused down the corridor as she took another sip. "I'm thinking about the fact that Slaten said you were following the Hero when he met you. And you stayed with us when it would have made more sense to go off on your own. And then after you got out, you ended up in the resistance with another Hero."
"Shit, you're serious about this. We need to be drinking more." Veron finished off her brandy and switched to the wine. "Look, I'm not going to pretend I really care about these stories. But you have to admit that the Hero is powerful."
"Yes. Were you hoping that you'd become the next Hero?"
Damn, the girl was sharper than she looked, and she looked sharp enough. Veron eyed her and didn't get any hints, so she took another drink. Most people struggled to talk about the fact that there had been multiple Heroes, and even Veron usually had to get pretty drunk to think about it. Celivia spent time with Tani and Slaten, though, so she'd gotten used to it.
"I was just thinking that if you wanted that, it would have made sense to kill the previous Hero."
"Hah!" Veron had to smirk at that and decided to actually respond to the question. "Nah, I figured that might not work out well for me. For one, they're damn dangerous. Not always strong, but dangerous. And I just felt like if I killed the old Hero, I probably wouldn't end up as the next one, you know? Doesn't feel... Legendy."
Celivia just nodded and took another drink.
"I'm starting to wonder if it will ever happen, though. Melal is an idiot, but he's also lazy, so he isn't getting himself killed as fast. And there are so many other people, it'll probably be someone else. So maybe I'm wasting my time."
"But you stay."
"Not sure why. Not like I really care about anyone here - no offense to you."
Instead of a smile, that got her a thoughtful look. "You're sleeping with Graenin, though. I suspect you want me to think that you don't care about him at all, but I don't believe that."
"Are you a child? I 'sleep with' a blanket. Graenin and I are fucking."
"My apologies. I meant to say you and Graenin are drifting in love's amorous embrace."
Veron grinned and took another drink. "Fair enough. Look, I'm not the type for love, but I like him well enough. Maybe it would be better if we left. But right now... things are fine. It'd be a lot of trouble to try to change things, when the result probably wouldn't be any better. This is good enough."
Celivia looked at her thoughtfully and said nothing.
"Look, a bunch of ambitions might seem normal to you rich types, but when you grow up poor, y-"
"I grew up poor."
"Bullshit! You talk like you've gotten all kinds of fancy education." Veron was about to say more, but a sharp glance cut her off. Damn, Celivia was serious about this.
"I grew up with nothing. I got lucky and had some people help me. But I haven't forgotten."
Veron drank in silence for a while, then decided that she believed it. Rich people had feuds and rivalries, but there was a hatred inside Celivia that they couldn't manage. You had to be poor, to hate like that. After a time, Veron found herself speaking again. "Then you know what it's like when you can only care about the basics. You just care about what you're going to eat next, or not getting stabbed. There's no room to think about anything else."
Damn, she was saying too much. Veron blamed the alcohol for loosening her tongue, but blundered forward anyway since Celivia was listening quietly.
"Eventually I got stronger, strong enough to take some of what I wanted. I expected that I'd start getting new goals, that they'd just appear. I knew some other types who came up from the gutters, they started wanting to lead whole rings of thieves or pull off a grand scheme, retire rich. But nothing like that ever happens for me. If I'm safe and fed... that's enough. Do you need to do anything else?"
"I don't think anyone should feel obligated to."
"Good. But I'm guessing you don't feel that way?"
"No." Celivia drained her cup and extended it in Veron's direction. No trembling in her hand at all, despite how much she'd drunk. Veron filled her up. "There are some people I need to kill, but I don't have the strength or position to kill them. This will get me a step closer."
"Yeah, I figured you for the ambitious type. Can't say I understand, but whatever works for you." Veron leaned closer and wiggled her eyebrows excessively. "But is it all grim revenge for you? You've gotta do something to relax in the meantime. You spend a lot of time with Tani and Slaten, you've never thought about fucking one of them? Hell, both of them?"
"I just ended a relationship with a friend who should have stayed a friend. I'm fine alone for now." But after saying that, Celivia's eyes widened, one of the first times Veron had seen her surprised. "That's... actually not true. I've been in the Chorhan Expanse for over two years. Doesn't feel like it's been so long."
"See? I'm telling you, from experience, you need to stay relaxed to accomplish anything..."
Veron continued giving half-assed advice, not really caring about what she was saying. At least Celivia could read the mood and didn't try to make things all serious again. As they kept drinking, Veron slurred her words more and more, but Celivia stayed collected. Probably just good at masking it, though. Veron was determined to drink her unconscious eventually.
When she tried to pour another glass, Veron realized that it was getting hard to see. Sein sphere was getting dim. She peered toward it, trying to find the real one in her shifting vision, and then pawed at it. Damn sein wouldn't flow right, wouldn't light up the sphere.
After Veron tried unsuccessfully several times, Celivia reached down and lit the sphere again. Veron peered up at her and then scowled. "Are you drunk at all?"
"No." Celivia cast her a downright evil smile. "I've learned a technique that makes alcohol pass through me without impact. I've never liked being drunk."
"Fucking sneaky bitch, I oughtta..." Veron fumbled for her sword and took some time to realize she was just groping the empty sheath. "Eh? Where'd my sword go?"
"Took it from you when you were vomiting before."
"Dammit. I... I... I need a drink."
Celivia smiled at her and filled up her cup. Veron smiled back. Now she felt ready to risk her life for a cause she didn't give a shit about.




Chapter 51

-
"A more difficult question is what to think of this 'Resistance'. I confess that I cannot discern what the Legend might say of them. But considering practical matters, they have attacked fellow Corans more than Deathspawn and seem mostly interested in enriching themselves. I do not believe that they are likely to play an essential role in the battle to come, though they do draw Koreinan Aryabaus's gaze."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
When the day finally came, Tani struggled to contain everything that she felt. She had been practicing her mental discipline through the entire journey, but she simply carried too many conflicting thoughts. Now the city of Gerant lay in front of them and Destrela was about to order the charge.
All the motivations for the attack were tangled with one another. Some spoke of taking back East Corah from the Deathspawn, others wanted to strike back against Subenor's brutal strategy. On top of that, Melal seemed to have had an unusually large influence on the discussions, which troubled Tani. He had argued for slaughtering a mansthein town in response, but fortunately the others had disagreed.
Instead, they went to liberate a place called Gerant. From what she'd heard, the mansthein occupying it were rather brutal to those under their control, plus they were part of Aryabaus's army. She was glad to be fighting against soldiers instead of civilians, but she felt uncertain about how much good it would do.
And above all, her hand still hurt. It was completely healed, but whenever she tried to draw three knives, her arm twitched painfully. She knew that such injuries were possible and had accepted it as part of her path, yet...
"Alright!" Destrela called from her position atop a fallen tree. "Only those with sein training stay here. The rest of you, move into position and follow the plan."
Some left, but a large number stayed. Tani was uncomfortably reminded of how many warriors in the resistance had considerable power, despite how little they had registered to her. They might not be as powerful as Destrela or Narenel, but they might be her equal or superior. It soured her thoughts about her training, though those thoughts had already become quite bitter.
"Here's what's going to happen." Destrela crouched down, somewhat lessening the effect of her standing above everyone else. "They shouldn't know we're coming, so we take a fast group to seize the gatehouse and keep them from closing it. If they do, we jump the walls and get the gate back up. Either way, they probably don't have the strength ready to resist us, so we let the main group get into Gerant. Once we do that, it's just a question of how much we win.
"Aryabaus definitely isn't here, and there's no sign of his Rhen dog. But they do have a Catai and some trained warriors. Your job isn't to clear the rabble, it's to stay alert for their strongest and intercept them before they can harm our soldiers. Stay in small groups so you can support each other, signal if the Catai or someone else strong shows up, and we should win this."
It was a rather simple plan, in the end. As grandiose as some made it seem, they weren't breaking the enemy's armies in this region, just taking out the strongest link they could manage. Hopefully, it was better than doing nothing. Better than raiding innocent civilians, in any case.
"This is the first blow to take back East Corah!" Melal leapt up onto the tree trunk beside Destrela, ignoring her venomous glance. "In this, we take revenge for all the Deathspawn have done to us! Next, we take down Aryabaus!"
"Calm down." Destrela stood up again, hand on the dagger at her thigh. Tani realized nervously that she seriously considered using it on Melal. "The goal is to destroy the enemy's strength in Gerant with few losses, then retreat and hit a stronger target next time. Not Aryabaus himself."
"But evil cannot be defeated until he falls!" Melal turned on her, almost shouting now. Her fingers shifted on her dagger...
At that moment, Narenel whispered at Tani's side. "Suggest that he lead the main body of soldiers."
"What?" she whispered back.
"He needs to be in charge of something or this will go poorly. At the head of the main group, at least he can inspire them. But he wouldn't take that idea from me."
Though Tani had been intending to stay out of the argument, she acknowledged that Narenel was right. And regardless of the righteousness of their cause, falling into infighting would benefit no one. She stepped forward and cleared her throat.
"Destrela... many of the soldiers are nervous, and for some this is their first real battle. Perhaps the Hero could lead them?" She wasn't sure if that was too much, and winced as all attention turned toward her. Destrela rolled her eyes, but Melal grinned.
"An excellent idea! Is there anyone here who dares challenge me for leadership of the vanguard?"
No one did, possibly because Tani didn't think that group was actually the vanguard. In any case, that plan seemed to work well enough for everyone. Destrela slipped off the side of the tree trunk, apparently more comfortable in the shadows anyway. Meanwhile, Melal raised his sword over his head.
"Then we attack! Today, we take back Gerant!"
Tani was startled by the responding roar and saw a familiar inspiration in the eyes of many around her. As strange as her head felt and as difficult as it was to think, she was better off than most present. Thankfully Narenel didn't seem taken in by it, his mental discipline serving him well. Tani also saw Slaten and Celivia look back toward her, but none of them could say anything.
When Melal ran off to lead the charge of the main group, Tani realized that she needed to be running. Though she was far from the strongest of her group, she was fast enough to keep up. The group of sein-trained warriors broke from the trees first, sprinting toward the gates of Gerant. For a moment before the violence, she enjoyed simply running.
She saw the guards on the walls notice them and begin to panic. As Destrela had said, they weren't prepared. Tani only had to dodge a single arrow that she thought would have missed her anyway, then they had closed the distance.
Destrela hit first, dagger through the chest of the mansthein soldier standing at the gate. She darted away to seize the gatehouse with Hanfel and Graenin behind her. That left Tani, Narenel, and several Coran men to guard the entrance to the gatehouse.
Soldiers began to approach, unprepared for an attack but not undisciplined. One rushed toward them, roaring, and Tani leapt forward to intercept him. Her hand twinged when she deflected his sword with her sickle knife, expecting a painful counter, yet he looked taken off guard.
It was a simple matter to hook his blade and pull it aside, then lunge out and strike his throat. The soldier fell with a choked cry and Tani stared down at him in surprise. After facing someone as strong as Subenor and sparring with equals every day, it was easy to forget how far she had advanced, even in her hand to hand combat skills. She couldn't feel happy about the mansthein man bleeding out on the stones in front of her, but she felt less anxious.
Another soldier rushed at her from the side, but Narenel stepped up and thrust through his chest before he even had a chance to block. He gave her a quick nod and Tani pulled herself back into a tactical mindset. She couldn't let herself become sloppy.
Her throwing knives would need to wait, since this battle might go for some time and she might not be able to retrieve them in the chaos. That left her holding off the average soldiers while relying on her sickle knife. She wished that she had spent more time training her hand to hand skills, but knew that she had been right to focus on her strengths. Though if she'd chosen differently, perhaps...
"Gatehouse is blocked open!" Destrela called out from above. So they had accomplished the first step of their plan without any major disasters.
More soldiers had come to face them, but they hadn't yet organized. Tani knocked away several blades pointed in her direction to let Narenel finish them off. Not honorable, but she needed to conserve her stamina.
Fortunately, at that moment the second group arrived. Slaten and Celivia weren't too much slower than her, so she doubted it had taken them that long to catch up. Instead, they rushed through the gate just as mansthein reinforcements appeared. Tani allowed herself to relax a little, letting Slaten's grim efficiency and Celivia's lashing whip help hold the line. In the open space between houses, against poorly armored and untrained soldiers, the bladed whip was devastating.
Could it all be this easy? As if summoned by that thought, Tani caught a whiff of intense mint. A moment later she saw the Catai charging down the street toward them. Intending to take back the gatehouse before Melal and the others could arrive, no doubt. Instead of wasting her strength on him, Tani leapt aside and searched for weaknesses. Though he looked like many other Catai, his mottled green skin was half-covered in golden paint. Perhaps a signifier of rank?
In any case, Veron jumped out of hiding to clash with him, blows flashing between them before Graenin appeared and a burst of green sent the Catai staggering to the side. Tani wanted to watch but pulled her gaze away from them, looking to see where she could be most helpful.
Through the gate, she could see Melal charging with all the untrained soldiers. They roared in one voice, following him as he ran with his sword held overhead. The light seemed to come with him, the sun overhead becoming blinding.
As Tani looked away and blinked, she saw a Coran man and a young boy on the street. It seemed they had been outside and become trapped by the abrupt fighting. Even as she watched, Coran and mansthein warriors began to fight closer and closer to them, just focused on their opponent, ignoring the two civilians as they pressed back against the wall.
Tani leapt after them, taking the nearest mansthein in the back of the neck with her sickle knife. The Coran warriors seemed surprised, so she pointed and put as much authority into her voice as she could. "Keep the fighting contained! The more we spread out, the more they can use their numbers!"
Fortunately, the Corans nodded and began to push the fighting back. Tani turned to the boy and his father and tried to give them an encouraging smile.
"The fighting will be over soon. Get into a building and you should be safer."
Her words were what it took for them to overcome their fear and run into one of the alleys. Tani kept an eye on them and any nearby fighting, but it seemed like they would make it. While she was looking, she saw that there were other Corans taken off guard by the attack. Though they had attacked at noon when many would be sleeping instead of working, they had still interrupted life in the city.
Helping them was one goal Tani could pursue without hesitation. She readied her sickle knife and headed out to do what she could.
~ ~ ~
Slaten focused entirely on efficiency. If he wasted unnecessary movements on untrained soldiers, he wouldn't be prepared to face a warrior equal to or stronger than him. Fortunately, the mansthein were scattered and he encountered them mostly one at a time. Even when they had more, they failed to use their numbers against him and so he cut them down with tightly controlled strikes.
Yet as efficient as he was, Slaten realized that he had become separated from the others. Celivia had been at his back, but she must have been drawn away when the Catai struck. He distantly realized that fighting in groups took a different kind of skill he had previously ignored, but it didn't matter for now.
Instead he cut down the next soldier to approach. This, he could do.
As Slaten stepped into a courtyard, he felt blades prickling through his body. Not one strong opponent, but several weaker than him. He started to back away, trying to locate a choke point, but at that moment sensed an axe swinging at his head. Only by throwing himself forward was he able to avoid it.
When he rolled back to his feet, he snapped his sword up to defend, but no one was attacking. How many? The man with the axe behind him, a fighter with a cudgel blocking the exit to the courtyard, an archer on the nearby roof. That third was going to be the first prob-
No, there was a fourth, a man with a bandage over one eye. Slaten barely felt him at all, but had a feeling that it wasn't because he was weak. The mansthein with the bandage spread his hands wide and grinned.
"Welcome to our little trap!"
A distraction. Slaten dodged to the side on pure instinct and felt the wind of the arrow pass by him. The two fighters blocking the exits had taken the opportunity to rush forward and they'd reach him in a moment. Their movements were perfectly coordinated and he felt certain that they were used to working as a team. If he let them do that, he would unquestionably lose.
Slaten whirled, swinging his sword with one hand to keep his opponent at bay. His other hand spun as well, gathering what Graenin called sky sein and releasing it from his hand in a streak of blue toward the archer.
It broke the bow in half, but when it struck the archer, it only succeeded in knocking him off his feet. A pale imitation of the skill he'd seen from Graenin, much less the overwhelming power he'd faced from the Zeitai. But enough to keep him from getting killed.
He aimed his sword at one warrior and his hand toward the other, letting a little light leak out. The truth was, he only had two bolts in him if he also wanted to defend himself, so the threat was almost empty. But they didn't know that, so for the moment he halted the rush from both sides. Any second now the leader would join the assault, so he needed to turn the tide quickly.
Though he wasn't strong enough to overwhelm weaker opponents like Subenor had, Slaten thought the same strategy would serve him well. He needed to target one and end things quickly or their numbers would wear him down.
The leader's visible eye no longer looked amused. He drew the short sword at his side and advanced at the exact same moment the other two attacked him again.
Slaten lunged straight for the leader, knocking his blade aside and driving him back. That opened his back to the other two, only a pace behind him. They quickly moved after him, attacking together... and getting in each other's way.
He kicked off the ground to reverse course, turning and deflecting one blade while he flanked them. Now he was facing only one of them, the other two restricted by the body in between them. They realized, of course, and tried to correct their positioning, but they were too late. His blade hacked into the cudgel-wielder's shoulder and the mansthein dropped with a loud cry.
Before he hit the ground, Slaten pulled his blade out and retreated. The man might be down, but the blow hadn't gone deep enough, so he would take some time to bleed out. Given how well they had worked together, Slaten had to assume he would threaten the area near where he lay. Still, though Slaten would need to avoid that area, he had reduced his opponents to two...
No, still three. From the corner of his eyes he saw the archer had gotten up and was creeping along the rooftop, a sword in hand.
Since the archer wasn't in position yet, Slaten tried to finish things first. He lunged at the two threatening him whenever they tried to surround him, keeping them from flanking him. Yet they were experienced and shallow feints wouldn't trick them, so he needed to put in real effort to ward them off. That meant they could wear him down without landing a blow.
And the archer would be in position soon. Slaten drew up his sein within himself and focused on speed, darting forward between the two fighters. They struck at him at angles so they wouldn't hit each other, but he had been counting on that. He ducked below the attacks and took one hand off his sword.
The burst of sein caught the axe-wielder's leg, knocking him backward and onto his face. Slaten immediately reversed direction, thrusting directly for the leader's chest. Yet the mansthein managed to dodge on pure instinct, Slaten's blade grazing his leather armor and glancing off his face. He managed to draw a little blood and cut off the wrapping that hid the scar where his eye had been, but didn't disable his opponent.
Then he'd failed. The archer dropped into the courtyard, the axe-wielder rose to his feet, and now there were three of them again. Slaten rose carefully, breathing deeply and focusing his sein.
His instinct was to fight cautiously, but that would get him killed. The soldiers might be individually weaker than him, but their teamwork was good. If they could use their numbers effectively, he couldn't hope to survive the fight.
Then there was only one way through.
Before the three could corner him, Slaten focused on the leader, driving him back again. The others immediately moved to strike at his back, so he used the same trick again, lunging back toward them. This time, they reacted quickly even though he was faster, moving to hit him from both sides.
But Slaten didn't even try to block the archer's sword. He knew it was slicing down toward his back and ignored it, instead hacking through the axe-wielder's arm. The blow removed his opponent's arm, but a second later the sword hit his back.
Slaten felt his skin break, yet the blade didn't penetrate deeply. The sein defenses flowing through him managed to hold, turning what could have been a disabling blow into a simple cut. And he had experienced those a thousand times while training with Celivia. Slaten didn't hesitate for a moment before thrusting his blade into the axe-wielder's chest.
Immediately he turned, putting the body in between him and the other two, but this time it wasn't necessary. They seemed taken aback by his tactic... and their eyes had become grim. The archer might not be as skilled with a sword, but Slaten knew that the next time, the blow would be one he couldn't shrug off.
Not that he wanted to. His back ached and the flow of his sein faltered several times before he managed to restore it. Slaten faked a smirk and acted like the injury had done nothing to him, but he was more drained than he had expected. Only the leader and the archer left, but if they knew what they were doing, they could still overwhelm him. Fortunately, they advanced more cautiously now.
They lashed out with a few exploratory blows and Slaten deflected them one-handed. He let his other hand hang at his side, where they'd notice it. Though he'd planned to generate a little useless light, he didn't have the strength to manage it for long. That would have to come later.
When they both lunged together, he saw his chance. He leapt to the side so he only had to deflect the archer's attacks, then shot his hand out in a sweeping motion and generated a flash of light with the last of the sky sein he had within him.
The archer saw his telegraphed movement, dropped back and braced himself against the burst of sein...
Blue light flickered uselessly around his defensive stance. But with his sword at chest level, Slaten swept his own blade over it, tracing a line just through the man's neck.
It wasn't a deep or powerful cut, but it was enough. The archer reached for his throat, trying to stop the bleeding, but it was too late.
At that moment the leader hit Slaten's side with a roar, driving him back several steps. It was all Slaten could do to defend himself, but that was all he needed to do. With every moment that passed, his opponent's allies bled out further and they would be alone. The man's fury petered out and he stepped back before his blows could become too uncontrolled.
"Dammit. They're all..." His remaining eye moved over the bodies, then he gave Slaten a bitter smile. "You're not bad, kid. We've taken down tougher than you, because a lot of warriors forget how to think. But you..."
Even though the odds were even, Slaten had exhausted most of his sein. His body was aching as well, both from the injury and the overexertion. The mansthein leader attacked him cautiously this time, relying on skill, knowing that his opponent didn't have much left.
Slaten started to worry... until he realized that the same was true for his opponent. The leader hadn't needed to exert himself as much, but the fighting had still required a lot of him. His attacks were nowhere near as vicious as they had been at first, allowing Slaten to deflect them without trouble. Though his opponent might be more skilled, his movements slowed with each exchange.
After so many desperate gambits, the ending was direct and simple. His opponent overreached and Slaten cut into his arm. Even as the blade dropped, he thrust forward and through the mansthein's stomach.
The leader made a choking sound and stumbled back against the wall, clutching his stomach. He looked down at the injury, grimaced, and looked back up at him with his remaining eye.
"Ah, that fucking hurts... do you know how long it takes to die from wounds like this, kid? At least do the decent thing and finish me off..."
Though Slaten was prepared for it to be a final stratagem and approached cautiously, the leader showed no sign of attacking. Just scratched at his ruined eye and then lowered his hand, closing his other eye and leaving his neck undefended.
Slaten cut through it easily, ending the man's life. For a time, he was the only one standing in the courtyard.
Victory held only the slightest bit of relief, because there would be other opponents who could take advantage of his weakness. Slaten knelt down in the corner of the courtyard and breathed deeply, letting his sein flow through him properly again...
~ ~ ~
Most of the others had scattered when the Catai charged the second time, which suited Veron just fine. It let her focus. They could have won more easily with Narenel there, but he'd been drawn off by some trained warriors along with Tani.
That left Veron and Graenin. They'd be enough. Graenin stayed back, trusting that whenever the Catai came for him, Veron would intercept. Hitting the big fucker felt like attacking a brick wall, but he definitely bled a bit each time she cut him. Though Graenin's direct attacks only staggered him, he was aiming for the eyes, which let him control the Catai's movements considerably. That gave Veron freedom to strike from any angle.
The problem was that the big fucker wasn't stupid. He knew what they were trying to do and he had experience fighting opponents trying exactly the same strategy. In addition to having a shitload of stamina, he was always watching for weaknesses from either of them.
"Die, you monster!"
When Veron heard the voice, it was too late. She had no time to curse, but her mind cursed up a storm as she turned to see the idiot charging in.
It was the kids' kid - Walernel, she thought his name was. The dumb fuck barely knew more than how to hold his spear, yet he was charging in as if he would take down a Catai on his own. And the Catai knew it and turned on him, jagged blade rising.
Veron found herself moving before she was certain what she wanted to do. The smart thing to do would be to let the idiot die for his stupidity, attack while the Catai was killing him. Part of her wanted to save him, but that part was moronic. She might risk her life for Tani or Celivia, but this idiot? Graenin wasn't attacking either, doing the smart thing while she charged in emotionally.
Yet she still found herself grabbing Walernel by the back of his shirt and pulling him away from the overhead swing that would have splattered him.
Only while she was tossing the kid aside did Veron realize that the Catai was looking straight at her. He only had one hand on his sword, the other thrusting out to claw at her. Frozen in place, desperately trying to reverse her momentum, Veron realized that he had assumed she would let the kid die. Had she tried to capitalize on that moment of supposed weakness, he would have grabbed her.
He still almost managed it - the big fucker's body had a ridiculous reach. Veron managed to ward off a second grab with her sword, but then his blade was smashing toward her and she couldn't exchange blows that heavy. She had no choice but to throw herself back, hitting the ground and not quite succeeding in vaulting back to her feet.
The Catai rushed forward, got her pinned against the wall. A burst of green exploded on his back, yet he only grunted, bringing his sword around to slash again.
This time Veron threw herself forward, moving underneath the blow and slashing up at his stomach. She scored a long but superficial hit, spreading blood through all that stupid gold paint but not disabling him. His sword was still out of position, slowly moving back to-
Pain exploded through her chest as the Catai kicked her. Not fully braced on the ground, Veron was sent flying backward and cracked her head on the stones.
Her vision spun and she could barely see the Catai closing in to finish her. She couldn't feel her sword, but thought she had held onto it. Yet the way she was half-lying on the ground, she couldn't muster a good attack or much of a dodge. Oh, hell...
A dark blur moved in from behind, stabbed into the Catai's back. Only when she slowed did Veron see that it was Destrela, digging her dagger deep into his shoulder blades. The Catai roared and propelled himself backward, slamming her in between his body and one of the stone walls. Destrela gave a cry of pain, but the Catai cried out too as his force drove the dagger deeper.
Before he could recover, Veron hopped to her feet and swung. Slowed by the pain, he couldn't get his sword up in time and her blade slashed open his arm.
He roared, tried to claw her with his good arm, but at that moment another burst from Graenin staggered him. Weakened by the injuries and blood loss, this time he couldn't shrug off the raw sein. The next burst knocked him off his feet, and once he fell, Veron and Destrela struck, landing lethal blows on his neck and chest.
They backed away, panting for breath, watching the body just in case the big dead fucker had a little more in him. Veron glanced over and saw that Destrela actually had a nasty cut on her arm.
"Did he have another blade?"
"This was... from earlier." Destrela straightened with a pained grimace. "They had one of those small crazy ones and he took me off guard. Keep fighting here, I have something to deal with."
She moved away, but something about what she said struck Veron the wrong way. Instead of obeying, Veron kept an eye on Destrela while she advanced toward Graenin. He moved closer, looking at her injury in concern, but she waved it away.
"Take care of the stupid little fuck, send him back to the other soldiers. I'm following Destrela."
Though he frowned at that, he understood that time was limited. Veron slipped into the alleyway after Destrela, barely caught a glimpse of her around a corner and had to scramble to catch up. Maybe this was all useless, but her instincts didn't like something. She supposed it wasn't generous to be suspicious of the woman who had saved her life, but...
When Veron followed Destrela into a building, she saw that she had been right.
Two Deathspawn corpses lay over the desk, stab wounds in their backs. A purplish Deathspawn body lay on the ground, separated from its head with two sprays of blood across it. One was Destrela's, so she must have been even more injured than she let on. Over her shoulder, Veron could see the street outside and understood how Destrela had witnessed their fight and came to help.
But what she was doing here was not helping. Destrela stood over what appeared to be a heavy oak chest, looking back at Veron with a sour expression. "There's not a lot of time. Help me with this."
"Help you with what?" Veron stepped forward to answer her own question, opening the chest. The lock on it had been broken earlier, no doubt by Destrela. When it opened, Veron whistled. "That's a lot of coin."
"The Deathspawn here have been extorting money from human merchants for protection. I got word that Aryabaus had sent them a shipment of Eastern Crowns, apparently to broker some kind of agreement. Whatever the purpose was, it's ours now."
"What does 'ours' mean? The resistance? You didn't seem to want anyone to know..."
Destrela stared back at her, then sighed. "Alright, fine. I saved your life back there, but you saved mine right back. I don't mind sharing some of it. But if you dare tell anyone else..."
"Relax." Veron smiled and sheathed her sword. "Here, let me help you with this chest of ordinary rations."
After staring at her briefly, Destrela gave a small smile. "For the resistance."
~ ~ ~
She was down to four knives, but hadn't taken any injuries and her movements were still quick. Tani forced herself to stay focused, but she remained confident.
A few warriors with some sein training had come up against her, but she had been able to kill them without sacrificing too much. Curving her knives in midair was a trick that few expected, and that often let her land a blow before the conflict had fully engaged. The few times she had run into someone more dangerous, Hanfel or Narenel had been nearby and they worked together.
She was alone now, though, separated by a rush of new soldiers. The mansthein might be running out of trained warriors, but they did have a large force here. Even considering how many had fallen in the initial assault, the resistance needed to be cautious to avoid being overwhelmed.
Tani slipped through an alleyway, wondering if she was getting too far away from the fighting... only to see two Coran men fall to the ground at the other end of the alley.
They were on fire. Flames licked at the clothes of the men, yet both were already dead. As she approached cautiously, Tani spotted unusual blades in the center of their foreheads. Short, but heavily curved.
When Tani emerged from the alley, she immediately saw the source. A tall mansthein man stood not far away, a wheel of flaming knives spinning before him. She could barely keep track of the way his hands moved, much less the sein that flowed through his knives. No, it was as though their entire movement was part of his flow. It would have impressed her, if it hadn't been such a threat.
She had barely emerged when he spotted her. One of his blades shot outward instead of upward, straight toward her forehead. Fast, but she was faster. Tani dodged to the side and felt the heat pass by her face. On instinct she hurled a knife back, but it was deflected by one of the spinning knives.
Three throwing knives left, then. Her sickle knife might be good for defense, but she knew she would never get close enough to the mansthein man to use it to attack. His fighting style might seem extravagant, but if he had survived this long, he must be familiar with warriors trying to close the distance and kill him.
There was a bigger problem, though: the mansthein troops at the end of the street behind her. From her quick glance over her shoulder, she thought they were ordinary soldiers, wearing no armor and wielding only simple spears. The problem was, only some of them were engaging with resistance fighters, others were beginning to come up the street toward her. Given their lack of speed, she had time to fight, but that time was running out...
Another flaming knife hurtled toward her. Tani leapt aside, much more than would be necessary in case there was another trick to it. She drew two knives and threw them in quick succession.
The first was easily deflected by a spinning knife in midair... and the second curved upward, avoiding the deflection and flying directly for her opponent's face. She saw the mansthein man's eyes widen in shock, yet he managed to jerk his head back and to the side, the blade only cutting across his cheek.
When he straightened up, somehow still juggling his knives, there was a smile on his face. She wondered if he was trying to distract or delay her so the soldiers could attack from behind, yet his expression seemed honest. He was impressed and not afraid to show it. Tani's instinct was to smile back, despite standing in the middle of a battlefield.
Just as she tried to count how many knives he had, three of them burst from his hands toward her. Tani dodged the first, deflected the second with her sickle knife... and realized too late that the third was coming in at a different angle.
She panicked and pulled her hand back. The blade hit her sickle wrong, sending the knife flying from her hands. That meant she had only one throwing knife left and it had to count.
Yet her opponent seemed determined not to give her a free moment, grinning as he launched a storm of flaming knives toward her. All she could do was desperately dodge them, straining her speed training to the very limit to twist and dodge away from the assault. Several times she felt the flames singe her, and one cut through her jacket as she dodged, yet she managed to avoid them.
Though she wanted to concentrate sein in her last knife and counterattack as soon as he ran out, Tani was too hard-pressed to manage it. When the storm of knives finally ended, her opponent was left with three, which he lazily juggled in front of him in a small circle.
Tani realized that he had been prepared for her counterattack during the rain of knives, perhaps had even tried to tempt her to throw her last knife. It had been an accident, but she looked like she was too smart for the trick. To her surprise, the mansthein man switched to juggling the remaining knives with one hand while he raised two fingers to his forehead in a gesture of respect.
She found herself doing the same, raising her knife to her head. They might be enemies, and she would need to decide the battle in the next throw before the soldiers arrived, but there was no hatred between them. It was a strange feeling that she struggled not to let influence her.
And then light blazed so brightly that she had to throw up her free hand.
Peering through, Tani saw Melal behind the mansthein man, his sword through the man's chest. The juggler stared down in pained shock, his remaining knives clattering to the ground and fizzling out.
Melal kicked the man off of his sword and spat on the corpse. Tani noticed that his blade was untouched by the blood, shimmering more than she would have thought possible. It wasn't a shining light like Graenin used, this was something else, something untouchable. When she extended her sein senses toward him, Melal became a point of heavy weight, yet that weight wanted to fall toward the sky.
Disoriented by the sensation, Tani could only stumble away from the soldiers she remembered must be close. Melal seemed to see them for the first time and let out a loud cry, throwing himself into combat.
Though he launched himself directly into the wall of spears, somehow none of them impaled him. Instead he crashed into the group of soldiers, grabbing spear shafts with one hand to throw his opponents aside while his blade cut through others. He seemed to put all of his strength into each and every blow, yet he didn't weaken in the slightest.
Should she go after and help him? Even if he needed the help, she wasn't sure that she wanted to. Tani found her gaze wandering back to the mansthein man. He would have killed her if he could, yet...
Tani rubbed her forehead, forcing herself to focus. With Melal fighting the soldiers, she took stock of the battle as far as she could see it. There were no more sounds of large scale combat. She glimpsed Narenel running down another street and started to move in his direction, but at that moment Hanfel jumped from a nearby building to land in front of her.
"We've taken out their main force and we have everything we need. Get your things and retreat."
"We won?"
He gave her a small smile before he moved away. "We didn't lose many of our own and we ended the occupation of Gerant. I'd call that winning."
Then he rushed away. Tani looked back to the soldiers, but found only corpses. Melal was nowhere to be seen, though she heard his voice shouting about killing all the Deathspawn. If the battle wasn't completely over now, it would be soon.
Exhausted, Tani limped to retrieve her knives from where they had fallen. After a moment of hesitation, she took two of the mansthein man's knives as well.




Chapter 52

-
"Beyond uniting Corah, what paths does the Legend offer us? The stories are quite clear that in the final battle, the Deathspawn will be opposed by people from the entire world, which means that Corah cannot stand alone. We should be open to treaties from other nations that have not been deceived."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Slaten stared down into his cup, watching the reflection of the celebration around him. If he held the cup still enough, he could see a dark image on the surface of his wine. The resistance could barely contain its joy, eating and drinking and laughing. Many of them still wore bandages, as their healers had been overtaxed, but that didn't seem to inhibit them.
He didn't know why he felt so numb. Though Tani shared his concerns overall, he'd seen her enjoying herself, especially when they broke out all the special food stores they had available to celebrate. His injuries had been fully healed on the way back and the ache was mostly gone, so he didn't think the source of the numbness was physical. The battle itself had gone well, and though he had many self-criticisms, he had done well enough to survive against the four mansthein soldiers.
And yet he found himself utterly separated from the celebration around himself. Perhaps it was the way Melal laughed and drank in the center of it, filled with a charisma he had never held before. Fighting at the front of the main army had done a great deal for his reputation. Could it be simple jealousy? Slaten liked to think better of himself, but he admitted that it might be true.
Abruptly his arm jolted, shattering the dark reflection. Teren was looking up at him, tugging on his arm. "Slaten! Slaten! Can I have a drink?"
"Sorry, but this drink is only for adults." He had barely drunk any of the wine and couldn't really taste it. Had the same cup been in his hand the entire night?
"Aww, that's not fair. Everyone else gets to drink special things, I don't want to just drink water!"
"I believe I saw squeezed fruit juice on one of the tables."
Teren's eyes grew wide. "Really? What fruits? Can I have some?"
"I don't remember, but we can go look." Slaten set down his wine and wearily got to his feet. Teren grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the center of the feasting chamber, so he had no choice but to follow along after her.
Since he had last focused on it, the celebration had become more relaxed. He'd spotted a few couples disappearing into the tunnels, obviously not going to sleep. In the center of the chamber, Balunel played a cheerful tune on his harp, which seemed to be tuned correctly for once. Elima leaned closer to him to lift a cup to his lips and he drank it down without missing a note.
Was there something between the two of them? It had nothing to do with him, so Slaten let it go. But he didn't particularly like that he was getting more attention while Teren led him in search of juice. Usually taking care of children was a good excuse to stay out of celebrations and be left alone. Yet he saw several people smiling at her eagerness and also smiling at him.
Smiles alone didn't bother him and he managed to find a smile to return. Yet though he was no expert on women, Slaten felt that some of them had a higher level of interest. Why him? He knew that women outnumbered men due to casualties, especially when it came to warriors, but he would have thought that taking care of Teren would deflect their attention.
Though Teren pulled him forward, she didn't really know where to go. Slaten managed to guide her from behind so she wandered toward the large table where Hanfel sat with several pitchers. Based on the smell, he didn't think they were alcohol.
"Teren wanted something special to drink," he explained to Hanfel. "Do you still have juice?"
"Plenty of it." Hanfel bent down and smiled at Teren. "What would you like?"
"Ooh, let me try some of each!" Teren carefully climbed up onto the bench opposite him and accepted the small cup he handed her somberly. When Hanfel poured the first drink, she sipped it seriously as if considering an important decision.
Meanwhile, Slaten noticed that Hanfel's drink was orange and caught the other man's eye. "You don't drink?"
"I do, but not to celebrate." Hanfel filled Teren's glass with a dark red juice next, though he continued replying to Slaten. "I will drink alcohol if others insist, but for me, it has always been a way to forget. Today we celebrate our victory, so I would rather enjoy every moment of it."
Slaten wasn't sure how to respond to that, so he remained silent. Meanwhile, Teren seemed to be fully enraptured by the choice of four different juices. The Chorhan Expanse certainly had more variety than the Oken territories on the western edge. He watched her, wondering if she could grow up happily here and simply never go back to Oleph-Amm.
"You're so good with Teren."
The soft female voice came from the side, surprising him. Slaten had known there was someone there and judged they were no threat, but he hadn't expected them to talk to him. He turned to look and discovered one of Elima's apprentices, who he vaguely remembered from his time in the infirmary. A few years older than him, with unruly red-blond hair. She gave him a warm smile.
"But it's getting late, isn't it? After she goes to sleep, will you be free?"
Since he didn't want to cause offense, Slaten kept a neutral expression on his face. "I'm sorry, but my injury is still troubling me."
"Oh? Something you want me to take a look at?" She leaned forward, putting a hand on his chest. Slaten felt trapped there as surely as if she had used some sein technique to bind him in place. He had thought his refusal was as plain as day - had she not seen it, or simply ignored it?
"I'm sorry, but right now... my mind is still wrapped up in the battle."
She saw he was uncomfortable and pulled her hand back, though she still smiled. "Yes, that sounds like you. Wouldn't you rather forget about it, instead of dwelling on it?"
He wasn't sure what else to say and just opened his mouth stupidly. Fortunately, at that moment Teren turned back to him holding two cups. "Slaten! I want these!"
"Okay, that's fine." Since she handed the cups to him, he took them and followed her as she marched back to their place. Slaten gave the healer an apologetic shrug but she just shook her head, a strange expression on her face. Far from heartbroken, so apparently she had just considered him an acceptable choice.
On his way back, Slaten tried to pin down exactly why he hadn't even considered accepting her offer. It had absolutely nothing to do with how much Oken society would disapprove. His mind was just too troubled at the moment to think about anything else. Especially not with someone he barely knew, whose name he couldn't remember. Other men had made it obvious not everyone worked that way, but he simply found himself too preoccupied.
Once back, Teren eagerly spoke to him in Okeni while drinking her juice. The drinks left her excited and she spent a while dancing gleefully with the others. Several instruments were added to Balunel's harp and many began to dance. Slaten stayed by the wall.
Eventually Teren wore herself out, coming back to slump against him. He picked her up in his arms and carried her toward the women's quarters. But just when he thought she might be asleep, she spoke in a soft voice.
"Slaten... if you kill enough of the bad men, can we go home?"
He stared down at her, lying slack with her eyes almost entirely closed. "I don't know, Teren. Do you want to go back?"
"Yes... this was nice... but I remember having fun at home... except I can't remember so well anymore..."
"Because of the battle..." Slaten hesitated for a long time, trying to decide what to say. What would be a lie, what would be understood by a child, what he actually believed. "We're closer to going home, Teren. I hope it will be soon."
She didn't answer and he realized that her breathing had become deep and steady. When he reached the women's quarters, he tried to hand Teren off to the middle-aged woman by the door, but they ushered him inside and let him set Teren down in bed. She looked peaceful and untroubled, lying there with her hair scattered over the pillow.
Slaten sighed and returned to the main chamber. As soon as he reached it, he wished that he had gone to sleep himself.
Since he had last truly looked at the celebration, everyone had become much drunker. Several groups were singing off-key, their songs increasingly drunken. He spotted Veron and Graenin in an alcove, groping at one another. They weren't the only ones, though most couples seemed to want to find privacy elsewhere. That would have shocked him once, but now he didn't care. He was just tired.
Instead of entering the celebration, Slaten walked back into the tunnels and followed the incline of the floor upward. The tunnels there felt cooler and they were certainly quieter, which calmed his mind. He idly headed toward the upper exit, though he knew that he'd be turned away. At least, that had always happened in the past. Now that he was a veteran of the Battle of Gerant, they might allow him through and he could breathe some fresh air.
To his surprise he found the corridor completely abandoned, except for one drunken man who stared blearily at him. Slaten walked up the final steep slope and left the tunnel. He emerged at the top of an outcropping with no way down but a good view of the land.
The stars shone brightly overhead, but the world below lay cloaked in shadow. Slaten closed his eyes and took a deep breath, enjoying the cold breeze flowing around him.
"Not joining the celebration?"
Slaten's hand shot down to his sword before he recognized Celivia's voice. He turned to her in surprise, not having sensed her at all. She was leaning back against the stones behind the tunnel exit, staring out over the dark landscape. Her sein was completely still and in the shadows she might as well not have been there.
He had no answer to her question, if it was a question. After a time, Slaten just replied without answering. "I didn't see you there."
"This celebration isn't really for me." Celivia pushed off the stones and came to stand beside him. "East Corah is not my home. Nor is it yours."
"That's true."
"They've left the entrances mostly unguarded. Even given the precautions we took while returning here, that seems horribly reckless."
"I think for many, this is their first real victory. In the past, it has been unclear raids, but this is something they can point to and say they're taking back their homeland. For many of the soldiers in training, this was their first real battle. I can understand why they're so happy."
Celivia finally turned to him with a strange smile. Her hair fell partially over her face, extremely pale in the starlight. "You can be open-minded in such strange ways, Slaten."
"I... don't see another option."
"Is there anyone you truly hate?"
He blinked, turning that question over in his mind. After a time, Slaten realized that he would be silent for too long and spoke his thoughts aloud. "I'm not sure. I can feel anger when I think about some of the Oken elders. Melal is more frustrating. Thinking about past Heroes... no, that's horror. I'm not sure that it matters, in the end. You don't need to hate someone to kill them."
Her knife-like smile flashed white in the starlight, but she said nothing.
"You do feel hatred, though." Not a question, just a statement. He wasn't sure if that was too forward or if his intent would come across. Celivia was silent for a long time before she answered softly.
"Yes. There are a great many people who I truly hate." She turned then, looking at him for only a moment before she walked past him into the tunnel. "But I don't hate you, Slaten."
Her fingertips brushed his shoulder as she passed, so lightly that he almost could have imagined it. Slaten stared after her, wondering what she meant by that. It might have been an invitation, yet she had seemed so distant... she hadn't come out here to be alone, she had clearly needed to think. And now he did too.
Staring up at the stars scattered across the dark sky, Slaten failed to come up with anything. Eventually he went back into the tunnels, avoided the celebration, and fell into bed.
~ ~ ~
Tani felt like she had a hangover when she woke up. That feeling was somewhat complicated by the fact that she hadn't drunk a drop of alcohol the night before and hadn't ever experienced a hangover. Part of her insisted that it must be true, so she lay in bed and stared at the cave ceiling.
It didn't help that everyone had been praising Melal and she'd spent the entire night struggling against the haze in her mind. She'd been successful, and of course Slaten and Celivia weren't taken in, but she felt as though she had lost others. Walernel had met her with wild praises, but she had managed to get him to have a normal conversation instead of adoring her. Though their conversation hadn't revealed anything interesting about him at all, at least it was something.
Then Melal had arrived, and all of that had been undone. Walernel had spent the rest of the night fawning over Melal like so many others. That left her vaguely disgusted, but the fact that there were so many women eyeing him left her repulsed on a deeper level. If they just admired the hero of the battle, that was one thing. But if he drew them as the Hero...
Scowling, Tani rolled over onto her side and stared at the cave wall. She was definitely awake now, there was no hope of getting any more rest. Yet she didn't want to rise and face the day with so much bitterness in her heart.
Maybe she would have felt different if she'd spent the night with someone, like so many others did. But Narenel had been unconscious, healing from his injuries, and even if he had been awake, she doubted his moral code would bend. Which she tried to respect, even if it was frustrating.
Her burns had been shallow, but they still ached a bit after the healing. Tani wanted to check with a healer about them and hadn't been able to find one last night. She hadn't seen Laeri at all, after a few early drinks, and hoped the young woman hadn't been badgered into going with anyone. Actually, Laeri had been acting strange for some time. Perhaps she hid some deeper troubles underneath her innocent smile.
"Tani! I think w-" She turned over to look toward the door and discovered Narenel poking his head through the curtain. He flushed and he raised a hand in front of his eyes before pulling back. "I'm sorry, I assumed you were awake and dressed..."
She glanced down at herself: she'd gone to sleep in her pants and tunic, so he could see... some of her stomach? Tani restrained her snort to spare his feelings and rearranged her clothes before pulling on her vest. While she was putting on her shoes Narenel came back through the door. Surprisingly urgent for him, considering it wasn't proper for him to barge into the women's quarters.
"I was saying, I think something is wrong. I tried to tell Graenin and Hanfel last night, but they didn't take me seriously. And, honestly, I wasn't thinking straight and didn't do a good job making myself clear. But when I woke up... well, I hope you'll listen."
"Of course I will." Tani strapped on all her knives, the tension eroding her remaining sleepiness. "What's wrong?"
They stepped out into the corridor and he began to speak, low and quickly. "During the battle, a group of Deathspawn escaped the city. Something about it seemed wrong to me at the time, so I followed them. That was how I got injured, actually."
"It isn't strange for them to flee a losing battle. What seemed wrong about it?"
"They seemed to be moving too purposefully. I know, it might just have been an organized retreat. That's what Destrela said. But I've been thinking about it more." Narenel tugged at the straps on his armor uncomfortably. "On another subject... do you think they didn't put enough effort into following us? Usually, we've had to be so careful about killing any scouts trying to find the hideout. Given the size of our forces, this would have been a good time to try."
"Maybe, but they'd already taken a beating. Plus, they have to know all their previous spies have failed, so maybe they thought it wasn't worth it."
"That's exactly what I was thinking." As it started to come together for Tani, she began to grow uneasy. Narenel leaned forward, eyebrows knitting together in concern. "What if they gave up on tracking us? What if, instead, they planted someone in the resistance? I've been looking around since I woke, and security is incredibly lax. It would be easy for someone to leave the base and go report its location."
Tani stabilized herself on a tunnel wall, trying to come up with counter-explanations. It was easy to invent some and pretend this was just a wild theory, yet it struck something in her.
"You mean the Deathspawn might have a human agent?" she asked. "It's obviously not impossible, but..."
"Think about how many people returned to the base without blindfolds for the first time. If they had an agent who left the base regularly, the secret would already be out. But if they managed to send someone among the workers here instead of the warriors...
"And that led me to another thought: we know Aryabaus is going to bring an army to secure Gerant and scout the area. The whole plan involved staying hidden until it passed. But what if that's just a ruse to move the army in range? Then once their contact gives the location..."
"They could march on us quickly. It could work, in theory." Tani bit her lower lip as she thought over it. "So, what do you think we should do?"
"I don't know." Narenel ran a hand through his hair and then checked the straps on his armor yet again. "We should secure the entrances, for one. When I tried to talk to Hanfel about it, he didn't really believe me, but he said that they had an extra watch outside in case we had been tracked. He was certain that nobody left last night. But this morning..."
"Anyone could leave and tell Aryabaus. Alright, how many exits are there?"
"Three, though I don't know the details of one. The primary entrance low in the hills, the hilltop vantage point, and the emergency passage. Destrela has never told me the location of the last one, but I understand it opens into the hills north of the caverns."
"Then there might still be time. It's still early morning, right?"
"Yes, very early."
Tani bit her lip again, thinking through the matter quickly. "We'll need to split up. You should go to the hilltop, see if you can spot anyone running, in case they already left."
"Good, I can do that. I should even be able to run them down if the timing is too close, but I hope they haven't escaped yet." Narenel stopped fiddling with his armor unnecessarily and squared his shoulders, focus returning to his eyes. "Destrela and the other top fighters should know the exact location of the emergency passage. Find whoever you can, then you can split up and cover the remaining two exits."
"Right. Be careful, Narenel."
With those quick words, they split in opposite directions. Tani knew that they might have this entirely wrong, or they might be much too late or much too early. She still felt a sense of urgency that she hadn't experienced since the battle had ended. Was this what had been bothering her since then? Tani didn't judge her instincts to be so accurate, but now they screamed at her that there was something to this.
Should she try to find someone else first, or head to the main entrance? Deciding that any action was better than nothing, Tani headed straight downward, hoping she would run into someone along the way.
To her surprise, she almost immediately stumbled upon Veron and Slaten. Though Slaten looked the same as always, as if he had been awake for hours, Veron was padding around barefoot with her hair askew. They stared at each other in surprise before Tani recovered.
"Where are you two going?"
"Finding Destrela." Veron shoved some hair out of her face and cursed under her breath. "That bitch stole my money."
"What money?"
"The money we stole that you're not supposed to know about." Veron began glaring around the room as if she'd find Destrela lurking in a corner. Meanwhile, Slaten moved closer to Tani to speak.
"Regardless of what was stolen, I think something isn't right. I tried to speak to Destrela this morning about how lax our security has become and she brushed me off, as if she had bigger concerns."
"...stealing all my fucking money..." Veron added amid mumbled curses.
Hearing that Slaten was concerned as well made Tani simultaneously relieved and more worried. She moved in front of both of them, making sure she had Veron's attention. "Look, there may not be time to explain, but Narenel has a theory that we might be at risk, and I think he might be right. What if Aryabaus found a human agent and planted them in the resistance? Wouldn't this be the perfect opportunity for the agent to leave and report the location?"
As soon as they heard the idea, Slaten closed his eyes and Veron cursed. No disbelief, which was again a cold comfort. Veron turned around to go back the way they came. "If I have to chase her down, I need some fucking shoes. She's still injured, I should be able to kill the cunt."
"But we're not sure if it's her. I think it's most important to make sure the entrances are guarded. Veron, do you know about the emergency passage?"
"The northern one? Yeah, they told me all about it. Actually, Slaten, I showed you the thing a while back, do you remember?" He nodded, so Veron moved away, toying with the hilt of her sword. Tani wanted to call her back, but the woman clearly had her own agenda. Instead Tani looked to Slaten.
"I'm not sure which way we should go first. The back entrance should be unknown, but do you know if there's anyone at the front entrance?"
"In terms of guards, I don't know," Slaten said. "But it shouldn't be abandoned this morning. I saw Laeri going that way earlier."
A chill lanced through Tani's body. "Why?"
"I didn't ask her."
"Do you trust Laeri, Slaten? If your life was on the line, would you really trust her?" The dark look in his eyes was answer enough. "Then we need to hurry. I'll run and try to catch up with her, at minimum find out what she's doing. You cover the back entrance, check there just in case Destrela is planning a betrayal."
Slaten nodded and moved away swiftly. Being believed and having people act on it motivated Tani to hurry as well, sprinting through the tunnels toward the lower entrance as fast as she dared.
How could she have missed this? The fact that Laeri had shown up directly in their path, claiming to be searching for the Hero... Tani's mind had been so hazy, she had accepted it, but now she realized just how suspicious that was. Innocent little Laeri, naive almost beyond belief.
Tani couldn't imagine what would motivate her to betray them, but then again she knew almost nothing about the woman. What little she knew was probably lies.
In the tunnels she stumbled over a few sleeping or hungover fighters, shouting at them to get up without explaining. If Narenel and Slaten were right, then Laeri had only had the opportunity to leave recently. She wasn't very fast... but Tani had to assume that she might have been hiding her full speed.
When Tani reached the outer cavern she was running too quickly, her feet stumbling over the rock that still held the appearance of a normal cavern. No one at the guard post at all. Further out near the entrance, still no one. She cursed everyone in the resistance for celebrating so recklessly. The traitor could have simply walked out and currently be running to betray them all.
Tani burst out of the cave entrance and looked around wildly. Of course she could see nothing, as the entrance was hidden. Instead she leapt to the top of the nearest small hill, shielding her eyes from the morning sunlight to search the land around them.
She spotted a blue and white robe moving away. Not moving very quickly, perhaps trying to hide in the grasses. Tani leapt off the hill and sprinted at her full speed. Laeri had made significant progress already, but Tani caught up to her quickly. When she got close she lunged, tackling the other woman to the ground.
When Tani twisted Laeri onto her back, the other woman looked at her in wounded confusion. Now that Tani looked more skeptically, the emotion seemed clearly false. "Tani? What are you doing?"
"That's my question for you." Tani drew her sickle knife, just in case Laeri had another trick. "What are you doing out here?"
"That's... hard to explain."
"Well, you'd better find a way."
"Is something wrong? Why are y-" Laeri cut off with a whimper when Tani pushed her sickle knife toward her throat. She sniffed and closed her eyes before answering. "When I w-woke up this morning, I had a really bad feeling. I just... I don't know exactly why. I tried to tell Melal, but he was sl-sleeping with a woman and told me to go away. So I thought... I don't know, I thought if I went out here and got some fresh air I might figure out why I had such a bad feeling..."
The answer seemed ludicrous, yet the hope Tani had felt when she spotted Laeri was fading away. She tried to hold on to her anger. "Why were you waiting at that crossroads when you first met us?"
"I t-told you! I was certain that the Hero would come along, so I just felt led there..."
"And is that the same as your feeling this morning?"
"Yes! I can't explain it, sometimes I just... I don't know, I just feel really certain about things. Like I know my place in the world. Before, I felt like the Hero needed me and I could do something to help. But now... ever since the battle I've been feeling funny. But then I had an awful dream where we were under attack, and I woke up feeling just awful..."
Though Tani wanted to believe that the emotional babble was all an act, she was beginning to doubt her own suspicions. Laeri seemed honestly confused by the whole thing, and the discomfort she described had the ring of truth. More importantly, if she was a spy, this tactic made no sense. She should have been running away, not moving slowly, and if she needed an excuse she wouldn't try such an absurd one.
Needing to clear her head, Tani stepped off of Laeri and straightened. Her eyes wandered aimlessly over the sky and the horizon as she tried to think of another angle...
Except there was something on the horizon.
Tani focused on it, shielding her eyes and focusing her senses on the disturbance. It was an army of Deathspawn, warriors running at the front with soldiers marching behind. They avoided the nearest roads so as not to raise dust, instead cutting straight across the grasslands toward the hills. Tani's legs trembled and she took a step back, eyes still locked on the army.
She had been wrong. They had all been wrong. Tani couldn't think of any new theory, she only knew one thing: the enemy had already been told their exact location. She was too late.




Chapter 53

-
"The Land of Darkness that will be the site of the final battle is also unclear to me, so discerning its location is critical to our success. Perhaps it is the homeland of the Deathspawn, but it could well be a different location. If we know where the final battle will take place, this will offer critical military intelligence about all battles before then."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
Corridors flashed past Slaten as he headed straight for the hidden passage. Though he didn't know if Tani's urgency was necessary, acting was better than sitting silent and letting the uncertainty consume him. If not for Veron and now Tani providing more substance, he might have assumed it was just his mind playing tricks.
His exploration of the tunnels had left him nearly certain that there was another exit, so Veron had only been confirming his suspicions. The secret passage wasn't much of a secret, it just extended from a set of chambers that was already off limits at most times. They contained Destrela's room along with several locked storage rooms.
On a whim, Slaten checked the doors - locked, but he could see through them that the rooms had been disturbed. Only a few members of the resistance had keys, so he wondered if Destrela might have taken supplies and run. If she'd also stolen money like Veron believed, that suggested her departure might be unrelated to anything else. After all, if Destrela was the traitor, she'd had countless opportunities before now.
In the back of one of the chambers, an empty shelf hid the exit. It had been closed, but not perfectly, as if someone had passed through in haste. Slaten shoved the shelf aside and headed into the tunnel that led to the surface. Was this unconnected, or might the traitor have taken this route?
Slaten drew his sword as he advanced, since he was now in territory he didn't know well. The passage out was fairly short, a natural cavern to hide the entrance. No sign of passage in the stone and no attacks.
When he emerged from the cave, he found that it led to a narrow passage through the hills, presumably leading to an exit far from the front of the caverns. A good way to retreat if necessary, or to sneak out without being noticed. Slaten began to speed up, trying not to lower his guard.
Ahead of him, he spotted a glimpse of dark leather. He used his full speed to catch up and caught sight of Destrela as she rounded another corner. She still wore her bandages from the fight, but she was fully armed and carrying a heavy pack over one shoulder. Slaten rushed after her...
And nearly ran into a dagger.
"Dammit." Destrela had turned back as soon as she rounded the corner and now had him at dagger-point. Slaten managed to back up and get his sword into position while she watched him with irritation. "What the hell are you doing here?"
"I..." Whatever was going on, she would likely kill him if she thought it was necessary. Slaten didn't think he could come up with a convincing lie in such a short time, so he just answered honestly. "Veron thinks you're stealing the resistance's money."
"Well, I am. I figured she'd drink herself into a stupor. Dammit." Destrela hadn't lowered her dagger, still prepared to attack.
"You're leaving the resistance?"
"That's always been the plan, I just didn't have enough of a stash until now. More importantly, I have mansthein seals and papers. With those, I can get far away from this hellhole for good."
Slaten lowered his sword into a less aggressive stance, though he was still prepared to attempt a defense if she decided to stab him. "You wouldn't be telling me this if you intended to kill me."
"What I'm hoping is that you'll cooperate." Destrela stared at him coolly, then lowered her dagger. "Killing you would waste time and energy I don't have, even if I avoided injury. But I can't have you go back and alert anyone else. You're coming with me until I get far enough away that I can be sure to escape. Try anything and you know what will happen."
Though part of him remained suspicious, Slaten thought she might be telling the truth. He put away his sword quietly and obeyed when Destrela gestured for him to walk ahead of her. At first he was braced for her to stab him from behind, but she let him walk in front and simply watched to make sure that he didn't try to run.
As they walked, Slaten racked his mind trying to decide what to do next. This felt like a time he should learn more, but she probably didn't want to reveal anything else. Running would be futile. Yet just biding his time would be the same as letting her escape. He needed to decide whether that was acceptable and didn't know how to begin weighing the issue.
Before he could come to any conclusion, they entered a larger valley and Slaten stopped. Destrela cursed behind him. "Keep moving!"
"Look." He gestured forward. The valley was lined with gnarled trees that cast their boughs over the center, filtering the morning light over the ground. That made it difficult to see, but someone wearing a large cloak lay on the ground in the center of the path.
"Shit." Destrela's eyes narrowed and she drew her dagger again. "Alright, move forward. Check the body."
Slaten obeyed, wanting to draw his sword but restraining himself in case Destrela was jumpy. He carefully knelt down next to the body and almost immediately tasted blood. Sein, but sein that was distorted in some strange way. Not quite like an injury, unless it was a strange sort of injury. When he rolled the body over so he could see, he recoiled.
Celivia lay on the ground, alive but barely conscious. Her skin was covered with some sort of unnatural burn, perhaps the same affliction that distorted her sein. She carried all her weapons, like she hadn't even had time to draw them. Slaten immediately looked for an enemy, but around them he saw only the gently waving boughs and dappled sunlight.
"Fuck." Destrela came up to stand beside him, eyes shifting even more than his. "Fuck, this is bad."
"Do you have any idea what's going on? Tani thought there might be a traitor, could the mansthein be guarding the exits?"
Destrela turned away and set down her heavy pack, eyeing the trees. "I have no fucking idea what's going on. This was supposed to be over, there was no way Aryabaus could retaliate this quickly..."
Then Celivia sprang to her feet and stabbed Destrela through the back.
At the last instant the older warrior moved, avoiding a lethal blow, but the knife still sank deep between her ribs. Destrela cried out in pain and stabbed backward, forcing Celivia to leap away. After staggering several steps Destrela turned back, eyes blazing with hatred.
All Slaten could do was stare at Celivia. Her sein flowed strongly, though it still tasted poisoned to him and the strange burns looked even worse when she moved, her skin twisting and cracking. His first instinct was to help her fight Destrela, but Celivia was the one who had stabbed an ally in the back. Slaten drew his sword but didn't act, stepping back and watching the two of them as they faced off.
Celivia raised her bladed whip, which shimmered in the sunlight as it unfurled. Destrela sneered at it, paying more attention to the pack she'd abandoned on the ground. Neither of them said a word, apparently determined to kill one another.
When Celivia lashed out with her whip, Destrela scornfully struck it aside, pushing it to entangle with the branches.
And then the whip shifted in midair like a living thing.
Destrela froze for a fraction of a heartbeat, surprised by the unusual sein, and that was all it took. The whip coiled around her upper arm, blades digging deep. Celivia tugged on it and the bladed whip cut off Destrela's arm.
Though Destrela gave a cry of pain, she also drew a dagger in her remaining hand. Celivia lashed out again with her whip and this time Destrela deflected both the initial strike and the second coiling movement. Celivia lunged after it, abandoning her whip to strike with her knife.
As they exchanged blows, Slaten remained frozen. He knew that this was his best chance to act, but what should he do? His instinct was to hit Celivia in the back, to make sure that both of them were injured so he had the advantage. Slaten recoiled from that, and in the time it took him to reject that chance, it was already over.
Destrela's dagger dropped to the ground. Celivia's knife was buried in her chest. The older woman struggled to grasp at it with her hand, but the blood flowing from her arm and her other injuries had clearly taken their toll. She fell with a bloody gurgle and Celivia backed up to let her fall.
Slaten stepped onto her fallen whip, grinding one of the blades into the ground. He caught a glimpse of Celivia's quick smile, disturbing on her burned face. She didn't attack, but he aimed his sword toward her. "What are you doing?"
"I'm glad you came, Slaten. It will be easier out here." Celivia glanced toward the sunlight and then reached into her cloak to retrieve something. "It's time to take the last one. That will answer some of your questions, just give me time to explain."
When it emerged from her robe, her hand held a small gray sphere. Celivia swallowed it with a grimace, then shuddered.
As Slaten watched, her skin began to peel away, shriveling like burning paper. Though Celivia hunched over, clearly in great pain, her knife remained steady to defend herself. He couldn't muster an attack, staring at the strange transformation. Her skin flaked off, yet there was more skin beneath it - gray skin. Slaten realized that the hair falling over her face was no longer light blond, it was actually silver.
Then Celivia opened her eyes and they shone crimson.
"You're mansthein." He sounded like an idiot, but his mind struggled to wrap itself around what he had seen. "Or... did the pill transform you into one? Is that your reward for betraying the resistance?"
Celivia laughed and shook her head. "I've always been mansthein, Slaten. I endured a great deal of pain to pass as human, but that's over now. We need to leave before Aryabaus arrives."
"Why do all this? Just to eliminate the resistance?"
"There's another reason, but there's no time to explain. I made contact as soon as I could in Gerant, so Aryabaus could be here at any hour. Believe me, you'd rather surrender to me than to him."
Slaten raised his sword and readied himself. "You haven't given me much reason to trust you."
"There's no time for this!" Celivia raised her knife in his direction. "I have no choice but to work with Aryabaus, but I'm not loyal to him. I don't have time to explain mansthein politics to you, Slaten. But you don't have to die here. And if you cooperate, we can save Tani, too."
His mind tumbled in confusion worse than the white haze surrounding the Hero. Nothing was controlling him now, and he knew that no power was controlling Celivia. This was who she had always been, her entire reason for being with them. Yet though he kept his sword raised, he wasn't sure what he actually needed to do, his mind locking as the facts ground against one another.
At that moment, he heard the rustle of clothing and tasted blood as someone using sein sprinted into the valley. He turned just in time to see Tani skid to a halt.
"Celivia?"
~ ~ ~
Tani could only stare, her mind refusing to believe what her eyes told her. She had sprinted to warn Slaten, telling everyone along the way to try to salvage something from this ugly situation. Thoughts of the traitor had left her mind as she focused on a way to escape. She had never imagined that she'd find something like this.
"Hello, Tani." Celivia turned toward her and dared to smile. The coloring of her body was a little different, but it was unquestionably her. And Tani had heard enough of their conversation.
"You lied to me."
Celivia's smile vanished. "I didn't have a choice. But you have one now, Tani. We aren't really enemies, or at least we don't have to be. If you just come wi-"
"You were working for Aryabaus." Tani drew knives in both hands, struggling not to tremble with rage. So many conversations between them built on false premises, and now Celivia tried to sweep all the lies away with a few words? "He's a brutal warlord and he works with monsters like Subenor. You expect me to just think that's okay? To just trust you?"
"And you work with a bunch of murderous bandits worshiping a genocidal madman!" Celivia took a breath, lowered her voice and focused toward Slaten, who still stood motionless. "I don't blame you for everything the Heroes did. Give me the same respect and don't hold me responsible for everything the mansthein armies have done. Trust me long enough to survive this, at least."
"Respect? You let me see that memory! You let me believe a lie!" As Tani thought back to the false memory and all the pain Celivia had forced into it, all her hatred for Deathspawn... Tani stilled the trembling in her hands and raised her sickle knife toward Celivia. "You knew it would make me trust you more, that I'd think you could understand. Why should I trust you when you've done nothing but lie?"
Though Celivia had the decency to look pained, that couldn't cool Tani's rage. Celivia might have dropped her gaze, but her knife was still ready to fight. "It wasn't all a lie, Tani. I knew that a technique might be used to view some of my memories, so I had to change them. But my intent wasn't to deceive you..."
"I don't believe you. What about when you pretended you cared about stopping Destrela from searching me? You didn't care, you just didn't want her to search you!"
"Just because I was concerned for myself doesn't mean I-"
"Don't lie! Can you honestly tell me that part of you didn't know that I'd trust you more? Look me in the eyes and tell me!"
Celivia raised her head to meet her gaze, but she said nothing. Staring into those bright red eyes, Tani felt a twinge of doubt. Nothing could erase the betrayal, but the rage pumping in her veins began to give way to a painful tangle of emotions.
At that moment, she heard someone let out a battlecry from behind her. Tani whirled, knife ready. If it had been Melal, she would have thrown a knife directly at his face.
But it was Walernel. He gasped for breath, his sword shaking, but he stared at Celivia with pure rage. "You! I looked up to you, and you're a damn Deathspawn!"
"Stay out of this." Celivia's voice turned completely cold and Tani saw a glint of the hatred lurking within her.
"Die, Deathspawn!"
Walernel raised his sword over his head and lunged forward. Tani started to move to pull him back, but she was already too late. Celivia struck before he could even swing, her knife slicing through his throat and then slamming into his chest before pulling out in a smooth motion that left his corpse to drop to the ground.
Though she hadn't known him well, Tani grieved to see someone so young die. She saw no regret in Celivia's eyes: the woman merely flicked the blood off her knife and turned so she was still facing them. Tani gritted her teeth and knew that there could be no peace between them.
"Tani, wait." Slaten spoke in a low voice and she whirled on him.
"If you even try to tell me we should listen to her, I-"
But Slaten shook his head, gaze still locked on Celivia, stance ready for combat. "Even if we could beat her together, it would take too much time. She said Aryabaus is coming, do we know how close he is?"
"They already..." Tani clenched her eyes closed and tried to think clearly. "They're probably here by now. I woke as many people as I could, but I saw plenty of Catai and trained warriors. It doesn't look good."
"Then our only hope is to flee. Anyone you sent to fight will go to their deaths. You need to convince the resistance leaders to retreat. And if it comes down to it, you need to get Laeri and a few other strong warriors and plan to escape in a small group. That might be the best we can do."
"And leave you here with her?" Tani jabbed a knife toward Celivia, who still watched them silently.
"I think I can hold her off. You're the only one fast enough to gather the others and get back here. Please, at least save Teren. I'll try to guard your back."
Celivia shook her head. "I won't try to stop her. If you want to bring Laeri or Teren with us, I'll allow it. Veron, I'd consider helping if she cooperates. The others... they're too strong for me to fight, so the best I can do is let them live and escape on their own."
Tani glowered at her, but started to move away. She knew that Slaten couldn't beat Celivia, and judging from his expression, he knew that too. But Celivia had implied that she wouldn't kill him, so Tani could bear to leave him. What she needed to do was gather everyone else before he lost, bring them all back here to bring Celivia down, and then escape.
Behind her, she saw Slaten and Celivia begin to face off. Tani didn't look back again, wiped her eyes only once, then sprinted into the tunnels.
~ ~ ~
Out of the frying pan, into the fucking deathtrap with a whole goddamn army bearing down. When Veron had gotten up that morning, her biggest concern had been that Destrela was going to steal all of the money. Stealing some of it was expected - obviously Destrela couldn't be trusted. Yet she'd hoped that the bitch would leave at least a little for her.
A Deathspawn lunged out of the shadows and there was no time to think, she just stabbed him in the neck, drove him to the ground, and kept stabbing until he stopped moving. Veron knelt over the corpse, gasping for breath. At least she'd gotten her shoes on and grabbed some supplies.
Tani had been yelling warnings and it looked like the kid was right. The army might not be able to surround the entire hilly region, but if they had already invaded the main entrance, they'd be swarming through the caverns soon enough. Veron knew the resistance was as good as dead, so the only question was how best to escape.
A lot of the soldiers were trying to group together, either to fight or retreat. They were all dead. Only a small group well-trained in sein had a chance of escaping out the hidden exit. At best the rest of them might provide a distraction for the Deathspawn.
Veron felt an impulse to find the kids and make sure they were safe, but crushed it. Tani would be running to warn them. They'd either make it to the back or they wouldn't. She didn't have time for compassion, she needed to make sure they could survive. Not bothering to wipe off her sword, Veron hopped up and began moving downward.
The only two people she could justify saving were Graenin and Hanfel, since they'd need strong warriors to survive their escape. She'd prefer Graenin, but either would be adequate. Both might fight to the death, not understanding how hopeless it was. Go down, grab one of them, then get the hell out. Simple.
She rushed into one of the sein-lit chambers and saw a brawl amid several corpses. Hanfel and a beefy Deathspawn were locked in combat, smashing one another into the walls. Veron rushed to them, waited for an opening, then struck. Her blow nicked Hanfel's arm, but it went through the Deathspawn's shoulder.
He growled and grabbed her sword, wrenching it out of her hands with surprising strength. But he couldn't just ignore an injury like that. Hanfel easily overpowered the Deathspawn's weakened arm, lifting him overhead and slamming him down into the ground head-first. The Deathspawn's neck made an crunching sound and he lay still.
Hanfel dropped onto his ass, gasping and clutching his ribs. Looked like there might be a few broken, and he'd certainly taken a beating. Veron walked past him and tore her sword out of the corpse. "You okay?"
"I'll live. But they had a fast group going straight for the healers. I think they know the cavern layout."
"Yeah, things are pretty fucked. Healers get away?"
"They retreated to the southwestern chambers. Better defended, but..."
"But no way out." Veron turned to him, grabbed his shoulder, and tugged his bulk to his feet. "That will get them killed. You're in no shape to fight - go after them and get them to the secret passage. Not much of a secret anymore, but fuck it. Just go."
Fortunately, Hanfel didn't argue. Veron looked after him for just a bit before she headed back into the corridors, trying to think about the layout of the caverns.
Where was the fighting likely to be worst? If the Deathspawn wanted to kill people in their sleep, they'd scatter out to the sleeping chambers. Going into those would be a death trap, so she'd have to trust Graenin could fight his way out. The question was where the Catai and the other tough warriors would go.
Though her plan was to avoid them, when Veron reached one of the large central chambers, she realized that she wouldn't have a choice. She saw no less than three Catai fighting their way through the terrified defenders. The kids had balls, she had to admit that, standing their ground, trying to surround the Catai and thrusting with their spears. Didn't stop them from dying, of course.
This whole room was fucked. The battle would be over soon and then the Catai would spread through all the other tunnels. Veron realized that this was her last chance to pick the right tunnel and get out. Too bad she hadn't spent more time memorizing the exact layout. She thought Hanfel and the healers would have another path to the secret exit, but the number of ways back was running out fast.
Before she could choose how to run away, Veron heard the sound of a harp emerging from one of the tunnels. The jarring notes made her wince, the sein in her body vibrating violently. All the soldiers and even the Catai stopped, staring in that direction.
Balunel emerged slowly, apparently completely focused on his playing. He looked up and blinked his milky white eyes almost as if he could see them. "Oh dear, this isn't good. Three of you strong fellows. What do you say you let the boys go and humor an old man?"
"Kill him." One of the Catai jerked a hand to another and the second charged straight through the soldiers, sending them scattering like toys. His club thrust out to splatter the old man's brains across the stone.
Stepping past it, Balunel pushed the end of his harp into the Catai's stomach. Despite the gentle movement and the difference in size, the massive Deathspawn was knocked off his feet and tumbled over the stone.
He clawed his way back to a standing position, clutching his stomach in pain. Balunel frowned and turned one of the tuning knobs on his harp. "That wasn't quite right... you'll have to forgive this old man, it has really been quite some time."
The other two Catai lunged at him next, a mace and an axe swinging from opposite sides. Balunel evaded the mace with deceptively simple movements and raised his harp in the way of the axe.
When the blow landed, the air was torn by the sound of a hideous jarring note. Somehow the Catai and his axe were the ones who fell backward. The other Catai swung again, yet Balunel reversed direction before he could complete the movement, striking the Deathspawn across the side of the head with the harp.
"Getting old..." Balunel sighed and ran his fingers over the harp. It should have been reduced to kindling, yet only a single string had broken. But all three Catai were getting to their feet, far from disabled by the blows they had taken.
Usually Veron didn't give a shit about technique, but part of her wanted to stay and watch the fight. A larger part of her knew that was fucking idiocy. Balunel might be a master, but in his weakened state he was going to lose, even if she tried to help him. And she was definitely not going to do that, since against three Catai it would only take the tiniest mistake to end up in a fatal position.
The soldiers were mostly fleeing into one of the side corridors, so Veron took a different one. She had only gone down a few corridors when she saw light hurtling toward her.
Melal, waving his shimmering sword and screaming at the top of his lungs. "Slay the Deathspawn! Defend yourselves, you cowards!"
Veron flattened herself against the wall so he wouldn't trample her. She saw him glance at her, but he was too busy charging to stop and bother her. Yet as he rushed past and she heard other cries joining his, Veron realized that she couldn't run, not yet.
Melal might be a stupid fucker, but he was the Hero. With him around, things might go differently. Maybe they could even manage to save Balunel - Veron hadn't taken him seriously, but if the old man was that skilled, he would be an even bigger asset to their escape than Graenin.
Before Veron could reach the chamber where Balunel fought, she discovered that one of the previous corridors had been filled by a snarl of combat. Deathspawn soldiers and resistance fighters were hacking each other apart all down the corridor. The tunnel was one of the larger ones, but it was still a terrible place for a fight. On the opposite side she saw Melal charging on, getting closer to the fight with the Catai.
There was no time for this. Veron leapt up and ran several steps along the side of the wall, running over the main fight. A few saw her, but they had no sein training and were too surprised to do anything but stare.
Veron came down on the other side with only two fighters in between her and the exit. The Deathspawn she cut down from behind, leaving the resistance man staring at her stupidly, his bulk blocking the doorway. She punched him in the face and hopped over him as he fell.
"How dare the three of you bully an old man?" Melal had entered the central chamber, now brandishing his sword toward the Catai. They looked back as if they weren't sure what they were seeing.
It looked like they'd taken a few more blows and one of the Catai was favoring an arm as if it might be broken. But she saw that Balunel had blood trickling from his forehead and his harp was in much worse shape, with two more strings broken and several gouges taken out of the wood. This was going to be rough, no matter how it played out.
Melal charged toward the fight, but at that moment another Catai emerged from the nearby tunnel and intercepted him. His maul swung in a lethal arc that Melal only barely parried, the force of it knocking him into one of the walls.
The new Catai loomed even larger than the others and wore a too-fancy uniform. Looked vaguely familiar, but Veron didn't give a shit about that. What mattered was that the balance had just tipped in favor of running again. Logically she should grab Melal and go, hope that she could outpace them in the familiar tunnels, yet she doubted he'd cooperate.
"You!" Melal spat out blood and stepped forward, now facing the new Catai. "I've become far more powerful! This won't be like the last time we fought!"
Instead of answering, the Deathspawn raised his over-sized maul in one hand and lifted his free hand, gesturing for Melal to attack him.
On the other side of the room, the three Catai turned away and started attacking Balunel again. His skill was damn impressive, always splitting up their efforts to use their numbers against him. Every blow passed just beside him or was deflected, and he almost always left his opponents reeling. But the Catai weren't overconfident anymore and they weren't just brutes: they'd work together and take him down eventually.
In the time they exchanged multiple blows, Melal had only charged toward his opponent. His sword flashed out brilliantly, yet it was deflected by the Catai's heavy maul. Melal roared and swung again and again, a ferocious attack that didn't let up in the slightest, yet his opponent stayed calm and didn't let his defense waver.
Then he lunged out, hand striking Melal's arm and sending his blade flying. The Catai followed with a swipe of his maul that Melal barely managed to dodge. Yet the blow shifted after it missed, the Catai smashing the pommel of his maul into Melal's chest and sending him crashing to the ground.
"You've gotten a little stronger." The Catai lifted his maul in reversed position, ready to thrust downward. "So have I. You think the rest of the world is going to just stand still and wait for you?"
Veron watched him, knew that she could have done something to attack. She didn't. If the Deathspawn killed Melal here, what were the odds that she became the Hero? Balunel was there too, but he wouldn't be alive for long. But there were a lot of other fighters not far off and Veron wasn't sure how it actually worked. Maybe she should do something after all.
Before she could decide, a green burst hit the Catai in the chest. It knocked him off his feet and was instantly followed by a second that sent him hurtling down one of the tunnels. Graenin, aiming to disable rather than to kill. He'd just made her decision for her.
Jumping down next to Melal, Veron grabbed his shoulder to pull him to his feet. "Get up! We need to move!" He stared at her blankly. His eyes were white, but just the color white, not that fucking shimmer that ruined everything. Instead of arguing, he nodded numbly and weakly followed her.
Meanwhile, Graenin had entered the chamber and was dividing his attention between the battle surrounding Balunel and the corridor down which the fourth Catai had gone. The old master had traded many more blows without taking a serious injury, but he was panting for breath now. When his fingers plucked a string of his harp, making all the Catai flinch backward, his fingers bled.
"It's too late." Veron grabbed Graenin's robe and jerked him around to face her. "Our only hope is to get the hell out."
"How many are there?" She saw his eyes shifting around them, knew that he was thinking in all the wrong ways. Analyzing and considering when he needed to move. That had always been his weakness. Veron started to drag him behind her when she heard footsteps stomping through the stone.
The uniformed Catai came charging out of the corridor at full speed. Yet a moment later he crashed to the side, faster than Veron's eyes could follow.
Only afterward did she realize that Balunel had leapt over his other opponents and delivered a kick to the Deathspawn's head in midair. He landed back on his feet and readied his harp. When he looked toward them, his milky eyes didn't quite face in her direction, yet she felt certain that he knew exactly where everyone in the room stood.
"Don't worry about me, children. I have a few more songs in me yet."
Veron had been planning to abandon him to die anyway, but there was no need to say that. She shoved Melal toward Graenin, which seemed to make him realize the urgency of the matter. The two of them began running down the remaining tunnel that had a chance of getting to the hidden exit.
Meanwhile, Veron lingered a final moment in the chamber. The three Catai had turned around and the fourth was getting back to his feet. Balunel stood in the center of the chamber, now without a wall to his back. Though he stood straight, the harp in his hands had become a mangled mess.
"Not bad, you old bastard." Veron saluted him with her sword, then ran into the tunnels. Jarring notes sounded behind her.
~ ~ ~
Slaten thrust forward again, knowing that the knife would knock aside the blow. He tried to convert his movement into a slash, but Celivia had already raised her other knife, threatening his arm. The most he could do was dodge back and avoid another cut.
He needed to buy time, yet to do that he had no choice but to fight aggressively. If he tried to put everything he had into defense, Celivia would overwhelm him in a rush. As he'd feared, she had even larger sein reserves than when they'd sparred, now that whatever poison made her appear human was out of her system.
Yet fighting aggressively, he was constantly on the edge of an injury that would mean failure. Slaten slashed down with enough force that she would have to work to redirect his sword, yet Celivia spun aside, her other knife flashing out. He barely dodged it, retreated again, brought his sword back into position. She was fast enough to neutralize the difference in range, and used both duusha horn knives together perfectly.
Before he could decide on his next line of attack, Celivia lunged at him, stabbing repeatedly. Every feint could have turned into a deadly thrust, so he had no choice but to throw his full attention to defending.
Abruptly both of her knives left her hands, spinning toward his face. They were nowhere near as dangerous as one of Tani's throws, so Slaten knocked them aside. Too late he realized that she hadn't meant the attack to hit him, only to draw his focus away from her.
Celivia jumped past him, hand reaching for the handle of her whip. Slaten thrust out, trying to stab her before she could reach it.
Too late. When her hand grasped the handle, the blades of her whip lurched into the air, becoming a deadly blur that knocked aside his sword. It would be suicide to try to attack through that. Slaten dodged back, but not fast enough. While his attention was on the flashing blades of her whip, Celivia's free hand lunged out, striking him on the chest.
He flew backward and hit the ground hard, barely managing to roll to a position he could rise from. Celivia stood some distance away, having retrieved one of her knives and holding her whip ready in her other hand. That didn't bode well.
Though his chest hurt and he was sure that it would be bruised, Slaten didn't feel any bleeding. They stood across from one another, the branches and dappled sunlight the only thing moving in the valley. Since she wasn't attacking, he took a moment to look at her hand more carefully.
"Your fingernails aren't claws."
"I'm not back to normal yet," Celivia said. Despite the circumstances, she answered normally, as if they were just talking. "I needed more than a few mixtures to become convincingly human. This was just to purge the poison from my body, and to make sure Aryabaus's army doesn't kill me by mistake."
"Then... what do you really look like?"
"Like this, mostly. I have a tail."
Slaten blinked. A tail? But Celivia's gaze was hard and she tightened her grip on her weapons.
"I'm not going to let you stall me by talking. This is your last chance. Just surrender and we can talk through all of this once we're safe."
"Can you actually promise that? What if Aryabaus decides differently?"
"It won't matter. I can promise safety for you and a few others. Answer, Slaten!"
He was tempted. After surviving so many battles where he wasn't sure if he was fighting on the wrong side, it would be good to just stop. Take Celivia's promise at face value and escape. If he had enough time to think, to reconsider everything, away from all this...
Yet Walernel and Destrela's corpses still lay on one side of the valley. He realized that Tani was right, that he didn't truly know who Celivia was. Maybe her promise was honest, but he couldn't assume that. For now, he wasn't willing to risk his life and potentially the lives of many others on such a chance. Slaten raised his sword again.
"I'm sorry, Celivia. But you don't need to hate someone to kill them."
"I thought it might come to this." She smiled bitterly and raised her knife. "You're tough enough that I don't have to hold back. I'll take you by force if I have to."
Her whip lashed out a second later. If he hadn't seen her use the same technique against Destrela, he wouldn't have had any hope of dodging it. As it was, the second strike that made the blades curve unnaturally back in his direction still nearly caught him. The blades lashed around his sword, but he was able to pull it out easily enough.
Celivia kept him at a distance with strikes from her whip, most of them ordinary, only occasionally throwing in a twisting strike to keep him off balance. Though he didn't think he could win, he realized that his best strategy would be to force her to keep using that skill - it clearly required a significant investment of sein, so she couldn't do it forever.
Once he successfully knocked her whip to the ground, stomping on it as he lunged in and slashing for her neck. She deflected his blow with her knife and stabbed back with a different prong of the duusha horn, exchanging several blows before she managed to jerk her whip from beneath his feet. He had no choice but to leap back to put distance between them.
As they continued fighting, Slaten became certain that though Celivia had lied with her words, she had not lied while they were sparring. She had her whip trick and probably a few other hidden skills, but she had been fighting him earnestly. There was something honest and pure about the fight, clearing his head of the confusion of before.
Though Celivia was not his friend, she was also not truly his enemy. They wouldn't end this fight with a truce, but it didn't have to end with them dead. Even if he successfully held her off and the others were able to capture her, it would be better to keep her alive and learn more of the truth of everything.
Then the bladed whip jerked off the ground, cutting the side of his leg, and Slaten realized that he had lost his edge. It hadn't cut deep, but he stifled a cry and dropped down to one knee. Celivia pulled her whip back and straightened.
"Surrender, Slaten. You can't keep up your footwork with that injury."
In response he grimaced and forced himself back to his feet. His body ached, but if he let the rest of his sein flow through him strongly, he could keep fighting until it ran out. Celivia sighed and braced herself again, whip coiling into position.
He lunged at her with everything he could muster. Saw her whip sweeping in from the side and raised his sword as if to block, then ducked underneath instead. This time he felt her sein shifting into the whip, sending it down toward him. If he had been trying to dodge, he wouldn't have had enough time.
But he wasn't planning to dodge. Slaten took one hand off the hilt of his sword and released a bolt of sein directly into Celivia's face.
She rocked backward, losing her hold on her whip and staggering back several steps. Slaten lunged after her, trying to thrust while she was off-guard, but she managed to deflect the blow. His only true advantage was that she'd never been able to practice against this skill, so he needed to press the narrow window of opportunity and try to win before it closed.
Again he thrust and again she swept his sword aside with her knife, but her positioning was weak this time. He could draw back and slash if-
Her boot hit his injured leg and he stumbled, started to fall. Before he could land, her knee hit him in the chin and knocked him sprawling.
He landed painfully, barely keeping a grip on his sword. Celivia was already rushing over him, knife stabbing down.
Slaten sent his remaining burst of sein up at her, only to see her entire body twist into the air, spinning and letting the burst pass by her. She hadn't been trying to finish him off, she had been baiting him to use the technique again.
Celivia came down hard, her boot smashing into his chest. If she'd used her full force she could have shattered his ribs, but she pulled the blow. It still stunned him, but he fought through it, slashing at her to force her to step off his chest.
Just because he could have died there didn't mean he needed to give up. Slaten slashed again and jumped back to a crouching position, ignoring the pain shooting through his leg. He had a little strength left, he could put it into a leaping thrust that had a chance of hitting her.
Except she closed on him too fast, her knife pushing aside his blade and her elbow hitting his jaw. The blow knocked his head back against the ground and for a moment he saw only flashing light.
When he came to, he realized that his sword had been kicked out of his hand. Celivia had one foot pressing on his upper chest, close to his neck but not applying any force to it. Her foot felt surprisingly heavy, though he realized a moment later that she wasn't human and it might be foolish to assume that she was built the same. In any case, he'd exhausted his sein and so his options for struggling were limited.
"Finally." Celivia took a deep breath, then smiled down at him. "This is for the best, Slaten. The question now is if I can save Tani, too, or if that's too much of a risk."
She reached into her robe and he caught a glimpse of something that glinted silver, but there was nothing he could do.
~ ~ ~
Tani saw a torch appear from around a corner, took only the briefest moment to confirm it was being carried by a mansthein, and struck. Her sickle knife cut through his neck and dropped him quickly, close to soundlessly in the chaos. She checked for nearby allies and then moved on.
The longer she remained in the tunnels, the riskier it became. Individual soldiers looking for easy targets were little threat to her, and even against warriors with some sein training, she trusted her senses and reaction time to finish things quickly. But if she stumbled on a Catai in the dark tunnels, she could go from safe to dead just as quickly. She'd spotted larger groups of mansthein moving more methodically as well and couldn't afford to get anywhere near their search.
So far, all she'd accomplished was finding Hanfel. Given his injuries, she'd urged him to go straight to the exit. At least he'd been able to tell her where the healers had gone. Tani wanted to at least rescue all of them. She desperately hoped Teren was with them, because if not, she wasn't sure if she could finish the task Slaten had entrusted to her.
It was easier not to think about Celivia or the fact that she must be fighting Slaten now. Tani needed every bit of focus she had to keep moving through the tunnels safely.
At last she reached the dead end where the healers were supposedly hiding, thankfully long before the main army reached it. Yet as Tani approached, she saw several bodies lying on the ground. They were so shriveled that she wasn't sure if they were human or mansthein.
Then she entered the last chamber, lit only by a fading sein sphere, and she understood. Elima sat up against a wall, two more corpses beside her. Their blades were embedded in her chest and stomach. Though the amount of blood covering the front of her tunic indicated the wounds were clearly mortal, Tani couldn't tell if she was dead without getting closer.
When she stepped into the room, a staff whistled toward her head. Not very quickly. Tani dodged aside and caught the staff in one hand, then saw that Laeri stood on the other end of it.
"Tani!" Her terrified expression dissolved into relief and she rushed forward, hugging Tani fiercely. Tani extricated her arms so that Laeri didn't accidentally stab herself and otherwise endured it.
"What happened?"
"A few of them f-followed us here. They argued about whether or not to capture us or kill us, and that was when Elima started doing something to them. She killed some but they... they s-stabbed her..." Laeri's voice cracked and she dissolved into tears again.
"Hush, it's okay. Who's left?"
"Most of the others ran away, but I was too afraid. I tried to heal Elima, but she wouldn't let me. And Teren is hiding here too."
Tani looked over the chamber more carefully and saw a dark head peek up from behind a box. Teren's eyes were very wide as she watched and Tani extended a hand to her. The girl immediately ran to embrace her as well, but Tani only stayed with the two a moment before she pulled herself away.
"You two need to escape, as soon as possible. There's a secret exit not far from here, but you have to run." Both of them seemed terrified, so Tani turned to Laeri and lightly slapped her. "Laeri. You're the adult here. Take care of Teren and get her to safety, okay?"
"O-okay..."
"And Teren, you need to be brave and be quiet, okay? Go with Laeri and she'll take you to Slaten." The girl nodded seriously, eyes still wide. But now Laeri was shaking her head in disbelief.
"You... you're not coming with us?"
"I'll help you on the way out, but I need to go back for others. And I want to talk to Elima."
Stepping away from the other two, Tani knelt down on one knee beside the old healer. Yes, her chest was moving with slow breaths. When Tani got close, Elima opened her eyes and looked up at her.
"I'm still kicking for a bit longer. Just... didn't want the girl to waste her sein on me."
"Are you sure?" Even though it seemed obvious the wounds were mortal, Tani reached down and took Elima's hand, holding it gently. She felt it squeeze back softly, nothing like the woman's normal grip.
"There are some wounds you don't want to come back from. I've been around long enough. Better to... leave it to you young folks..." Elima raised her hand and brushed it against Tani's cheek. But to her surprise, her touch wasn't weak, it burned like fire.
Mint. Spices. Weight. Tani's sense of all three was overwhelmed as sein surged into her. Not her own, yet the flow moved alongside hers. She had no idea how such a thing could be done, as her master had never even hinted at such a technique. Yet she could feel new strength flowing within her.
Elima was dead. Her hand fell and her eyes stared at nothing, as if she had imparted the last of her life. Tani closed her eyes, grateful that she had been able to go without much pain.
"Let's go." She pushed to her feet, surprised at how little fatigue she felt. Laeri had at least gathered Teren up in her arms and looked ready to run.
Tani sprinted away from them, making sure the corridor was clear. In the next tunnel she spotted a torch around the corner. She crept behind the mansthein carrying it, then rose and cut through his throat from behind.
It felt so easy, but she forced herself not to get overconfident. Elima's final gift supported and rejuvenated her, but the healer's sein didn't make her faster or stronger. She could also feel it diminishing over time. Of course the sein of a dead person couldn't last forever. Tani took a moment to thank Elima's memory again, then returned her focus to the escape.
She took Laeri and Teren to the major crossroads without further incident, then hesitated. Sending them out there would only give Celivia options for hostages. Part of Tani wanted to go out and fight her, yet she knew how long it would take her to reach the secret exit. By the time she did that, going back in would be suicide. But if she took a shorter path first... she'd have to hope Slaten could hold on.
"You two hide here." Tani showed them the entrance to one of the smaller rooms, then pointed down the corridor. "The secret exit is supposed to be down the long tunnel, not any of the side rooms. Run that way if you need to, alright?"
They both nodded, Laeri seeming closer to tears than Teren. Tani took a deep breath, then sprinted back in.
There had been no sign of Veron or the other strong warriors and Tani would have to hope that they had survived, because there was little she could do for them. But she knew where one person was, or at least had been: Narenel. If he had gone where he said, then no doubt he would have seen the army as it approached. Where would he have gone from there?
As Tani raced toward that entrance, all she could do was hope that she wasn't making a mistake. Most likely he would either try to fight them at a strategic location, or return to assist others. If he had stayed in the caverns, she felt certain that she would have run across him in one of the central chambers.
When she reached the upper cavern she found it empty - no, there were corpses of several guards. Yet she hadn't encountered any mansthein nearby. Tani nervously advanced, prepared for an attack, but found nothing until she emerged outside.
From her vantage point above, she could see that the battle was hopeless. A large portion of Aryabaus's army remained stationed around the entrance. So long as they stayed there, that was fine. The real threat would be if he'd sent more soldiers around to the back, since Celivia had apparently known about that exit as well. No sign of it, but all the figures looked very small to her from atop the bluff.
Then a beam of reflected sunlight glimmered in the trees below. Tani looked closer and realized that it was him: even from so far away, Narenel's armor was distinctive. She wasn't sure what path had led him down there - perhaps he had been fighting mansthein who attempted to enter the upper exit and been drawn down below. At that moment, he was cutting down several of them. He wasn't surrounded, but he was dangerously close to the main group.
As he finished the battle, he looked up... and Tani would have sworn that he saw her. Yet as they stared at each other, she realized that it didn't matter. There were too many soldiers in between them, not to mention stronger warriors with the army who would pursue them.
Maybe he could survive. But not if she joined him. His only hope was if she let him fight alone.
Tani raised her hand in a simple farewell. After a moment, she saw his arm raise as well. Then he moved into the trees, vanishing from her sight.
She wanted to stay there for longer, but knew time was slipping away. Tani turned and ran back into the tunnels, pressing herself to go faster. While rushing around a corner she collided with a mansthein soldier, but fortunately he was even more startled than she was and she managed to take him down before he could strike.
Though she had landed poorly, she didn't feel any pain. Tani pressed onward, back toward Laeri and Teren, hoping that they were both still okay. She hadn't seen any sign of the main group of mansthein, but there were so many moving out ahead of the main ranks, there was always a risk.
When she saw a moving sein sphere, Tani froze in surprise. Fortunately, it was being carried by Graenin. Veron ran just behind him, supporting Hanfel as they moved, and Melal wandered behind them with a blank expression. They saw her and moved in her direction before they met. Tani started to open her mouth but Veron cut her off.
"Don't even think about trying for anyone else. Anybody who's still here is as good as dead. We need to get out."
"Slaten is outside. Laeri and Teren are hiding near the exit. We should move."
"The little Oken girl? Whatever, let's just go."
They hurried on, Tani unexpectedly leading them since she still felt so fresh. She had meant to say something about Celivia, but nothing had come out. Most likely it wouldn't matter, since they'd know what to do when they saw her. Or would they hesitate? Tani realized that she might be making a mistake not warning them, but all words clotted in her throat.
When they reached Laeri and Teren, they found them unharmed. Veron just waved for them to follow and they obeyed immediately. Soon they had only one corridor left. It seemed that no more mansthein would stand in their way, except Celivia. Tani wanted more time to think, but the remaining moments disappeared so quickly and then they were out in the sunlight. Graenin and Veron took the lead, charging forward before she could say anything, forcing her to struggle just to keep up.
They burst into the valley and found Celivia there with Slaten pinned on the ground. She saw them immediately, almost as if she had been waiting for them.
Her hand moved from her cloak, but everyone else moved faster. Slaten rolled away, throwing off her balance. Graenin raised his hand and released a bolt of green sein toward her, while Veron left Hanfel and lunged as she drew her blade.
Tani saw that Celivia had something in her hands - not a weapon, but a thin piece of silver. She snapped it before they reached her and suddenly Celivia contracted into a single vanishing point. The wind seemed to rush from all directions at once, the trees bending toward where she had stood and leaving a whirl of leaves. For a moment everyone only stared at the empty space.
Then Slaten groaned, obviously having injured himself with his movement. Veron sighed and straightened, putting her sword away. "Laeri, get over here and get him in good enough shape to move. We'll wait just long enough to heal, then we're gone. Anyone who isn't with us is on their own."
It was a heartless conclusion, but one that Tani couldn't argue. Elima's sein was diminishing, leaving her body tired and aching. She could fight if she had to, and sustain herself via her own sein if necessary, but her mind was still exhausted. No amount of flowing sein could solve that.
While Laeri took care of Slaten and Hanfel, Veron moved around the valley. She found a pack lying on the ground and tore it open, spilling coins onto the ground. Veron grunted in satisfaction and began grabbing them, shoving handfuls into a sack at her waist.
"Really?" Tani moved closer. "You're doing that now?"
"You think we're going to escape without any money? I don't know about you, but I wasn't carrying very much. If we get out, we'll need to hide, and for that, we'll need to pay. Grab whatever you can."
Tani grudgingly admitted that the older woman was right and took some of the more valuable coins, though she didn't want to weigh herself down with too many. It would be a bitter result to escape such a dangerous battle, only to be found later because they had to take risks due to lack of funds.
At that moment, a roar took her off guard. Tani looked up too late to do anything but watch as a Catai charged out of the tunnel after them. Blood trailed from his body, not all of it his. Veron and Graenin dodged aside, but Melal stood blankly in the center of the valley. He looked up only slowly, realizing he was in danger and coming back to his senses, but it was too late.
Hanfel surged to his feet, tackling the Catai around the waist and slamming him into one of the trees. It shook the Catai and blood flew from his mouth... but the large warrior still managed to draw a knife and slam it down into Hanfel's back.
It must have hit one of his lungs, yet Hanfel surged up, smashing the top of his head into the Catai's chin. The blow rocked the taller warrior back, but not for long before he struck again. They traded several brutal blows, blood flying from them, before the others acted.
Veron took off one of the Catai's arms with a vicious slash, and while he cried out in shock, a concentrated bolt from Graenin hit him in the face. The burst of sein burned out one of his eyes and scorched half his face before the huge warrior dropped.
He fell onto Hanfel's body, but there was no cry of pain. When Tani bent down to look, she saw that he was already dead.
Melal still stood in the center of the path, staring down at Hanfel's body.
"Time's up!" Veron didn't shout, but she spoke tersely and began urging them on, hitting Melal in the side of the head and waving her sword at Laeri. "We can't risk any more of them coming after us, and the bodies will show which way we went. Our only hope of staying alive is to run. Now."
Everyone knew that it was true and obeyed, even Melal. Tani wanted to ask Slaten about his fight with Celivia, but his expression was too grim for her to approach him. He picked up Teren and ran with her, favoring one leg that Laeri hadn't been able to finish healing.
As they ran, Tani kept knives in both her hands, just in case any more attackers appeared. None did, and the stump of her finger began to ache.
Whenever she felt the pain, she looked backward. Toward the valley with Hanfel, Walernel, and Destrela lying in it. And the caverns beyond, holding Elima and so many others. She tried to remind herself that there were worse things than the minor injury she had received.
It was true, but it was very little comfort.




Chapter 54

-
"At that time the Hero will be victorious, all Deathspawn will perish, and the Legend will be complete. This much is inevitable. But will Corah be a united nation sharing in the Hero's glory, or will it be lost in the terrible wars to come? Given the scope of what we face, asking any other questions is foolishness."
- excerpt from a letter written by Lady Karerela of East Corah
-
As they received the reports, Kolanin sat with his hands clasped in front of his face. He hoped it looked like he was thinking, but he was just holding his head up. Though he hadn't fought in the battle at all, he felt as though he had struggled through every fight and seen every death.
Aryabaus sat back in his chair, a throne taken from some defeated Coran lord, and received the information smugly. Subenor paced at the side of the room, but occasionally gave a savage grin. All the other aides moved about quietly, careful not to upset them. They ignored Kolanin entirely, the cup of neth in front of him long ago having gone cool.
"No information on how many of the leaders were killed?" Aryabaus asked. Kolanin could have told him that. It would take days to properly sort through the bodies, if they did anything more than throw them into a pile and burn them. The aide shook his head nervously.
"No, Koreinan. The Catai gave reports on the warriors who fought them, but since many of our Catai fell, our information is incomplete."
"That might be answer enough. If few escaped alive and we lost several Catai, we must have killed most of their strongest."
"As you say, Koreinan." The aide finished giving his report, though he had little to say. What few resources had been captured. How many had been lost. No names of the dead, and certainly no information on the impact this would have on the region.
Kolanin wondered if the humans he had come to know were dead. Though he wasn't certain that they had been taken by the resistance, he felt reasonably certain of it. As much as he wanted to believe that Slaten and Tani would survive, he knew that the odds would have been against them.
Part of him felt sorrow over the humans who had died in the fight. The warriors might have committed crimes, but there would have been many others who did little wrong and could not defend themselves. Another part of him remembered all who had died in Gerant and felt only bitterness. Many had fallen on both sides now.
No part of him felt any sense of victory.
"What about this so-called Hero? Any indication of him?" Aryabaus directed that question at Kolanin, as if it was his domain. Perhaps it was, in a sense. Kolanin only shook his head.
"I know little more than you do, Seinan." For now. He had instructed Hakkiv to report to him personally. Though the report indicated that he was among the surviving Catai, he had no opportunity to say more. Hakkiv would be able to tell him if a Hero had been present.
Not that it mattered. The outcome was the same either way, and if the Hero died, there would only be another one soon enough. Kolanin had started to think the resistance might have done a better job containing the Hero than Ith Ire, until Gerant. Now he had no more answers and felt too old to attempt any new ones.
"So it is done." Subenor stopped pacing and turned to Aryabaus, a smug look on his face. "The little Coran resistance is destroyed. You know what I want as payment."
"Ah, yes. We had discussed giving you those Rhen texts..." Aryabaus cast him a dark look. "In exchange for helping us destroy the resistance. But in the end, they were defeated without any involvement from you."
Subenor's smile vanished and he pulled his spear from his back, pointing it toward Aryabaus. "If you plan to cheat me, you will regret it. I wasted many days helping you for those texts."
"Relax, human. I care nothing for a few local arts."
"Then why go through this charade?"
"Because I require your services for a while longer." Aryabaus stood up, ignoring the spear point so close to his body. "The resistance was merely a distraction. The goal has always been to take down East Corah and secure its surrender."
"I refuse to get involved in such a conflict." Subenor lowered his spear, however, eyes suspicious. "And I do not think you are foolish enough to demand so much of me. What do you really want?"
"To finish the job we originally agreed. My forces will begin to move southwest once this matter is done, but I have no doubt that a few rats escaped the resistance. I do not want to waste soldiers dealing with them, or have them try to interfere with my plans. If you hunt down those who remain, I will consider our agreement fulfilled."
"That's tolerable, provided that I can roam freely. There are several texts I yet need to acquire, before I can begin my great synthesis."
Aryabaus waved a hand to dismiss the matter. "You know what you want and what I require to give it to you. If the remaining rats interfere with my plans, the deal is off. But so long as you eliminate them before they can distract me from the war, you may do as you wish."
Subenor nodded and stepped back, satisfied. Kolanin wondered what he himself would need to be satisfied. Technically he could have asked more of Aryabaus, since he had assisted in this victory. Not directly, but by resolving other issues, he had made the coming invasion possible.
Would that be his legacy, in the end? Had he tried so hard to build peace, only to have supported the warmongers on Orphos? All he wanted now was for his few surviving accomplishments to endure everything that was to come.
"You look unhappy, Kolanin." Aryabaus turned toward him. "Sad that some of your pet humans might have died?"
"I was not sent here to seize East Corah, fight a resistance, or acquire texts." Kolanin sat back in his seat heavily and looked back without flinching. "I will do my duty, but this is secondary to my concerns."
Aryabaus growled at him, but Kolanin didn't budge. He was too tired for this and had seen too many young warlords like Aryabaus. After a moment, the taller mansthein shook his head and became calm. "Well, it is no matter. Once I have control in East Corah, I and my forces will have no more business in the Chorhan Expanse. I was thinking of suggesting that the command be given to you. After all, you can certainly be considered a human specialist, despite your mixed record."
Once, that would have been exactly what he wanted. Not absolute control, but he could have prevented fools from giving conflicting orders or ruining his carefully laid plans. But he thought about Bundlin and Ith Ire and wondered if it made any difference. "Thank you, Seinan."
"But first, we need to finish this. Until then, I trust that you have planning to do."
Though Aryabaus started to move away, Subenor spoke up again. "What about this spy who did so much for you? No report from them?"
"Sadly, they have been recalled by a higher authority. But it doesn't matter. We got what we needed and we obtained victory. Does anything else matter in the end?"
Kolanin sat in his seat and pondered that question.
~ ~ ~
They sat together without truly being together. No fire, as they stayed cautious even though they thought they had escaped any pursuit. Tani wasn't even entirely sure where they were. Somewhere in the northern part of the Chorhan Expanse, much the same as so many other locations. The sky threatened rain again, clouds hanging low and heavy.
For a time they had spoken about strategy and necessities, but that was over now. As was the resistance - there was nothing holding them together. She had spoken to Slaten about Celivia, only to find they had little to say. Now that she was gone, there was no point arguing about the differences Tani suspected lay between them. Instead they continued to say nothing.
Tani glanced up briefly as she realized that Melal was nowhere to be found. He had been distant ever since the battle: according to Veron, he was sulking because he had been defeated by a Catai. But in the end, she didn't actually care and looked down again.
"Maybe it's time to go back." She was almost startled to hear her own voice and didn't want to be speaking, but it was too late, the others were looking at her. Tani swallowed. "It's been almost three years since I left home, far longer than a Farwalk should last. Maybe I should go back."
Graenin scowled. "You think the Deathspawn will leave the Rhen alone forever? We cannot grow complacent."
"But we're not going to fight them, not with just the few of us."
"Looking obvious we were never going to fight them," Veron said. "Well, not and win."
That got a frown from Graenin, but he said nothing. Instead, Slaten was the next one to speak up. "I was considering going back too. At minimum, Teren should return home." The girl lay slumped against his side, completely exhausted from their flight. Tani didn't want to see them go, but he was right.
"Where will I go?" Laeri clutched her staff with white knuckles and looked between all of them as if she expected someone to have the answers. "I can't travel all the way back to Estronn on my own, can I? And if I tried to work in the Expanse, someone might find me. If they're still looking for us. Do you think they're still hunting us?"
No one answered, as they couldn't know. Laeri soon lowered her head, as if she wasn't surprised by the lack of answers anymore.
Tani remained sitting. Now that she had said it, she was more certain that she would go back. She wanted to see her master again, to enjoy eating at the village - she even looked forward to arguing with Janemi. But her legs refused to move and standing up seemed impossible.
"Take heart!" She knew it was Melal's voice, yet it didn't sound like him. Tani looked up slowly and saw him striding toward them, fire in his eyes. "We may have failed today, but only because we turned aside from the Legend. This defeat has taught me a great lesson, one that I will not forget."
Veron raised an eyebrow at him. "What fucking lesson is that?"
"The rains will begin soon. After that, Aryabaus will march to war. When his armies depart, we will have a chance to strike and cut the head off the serpent." Melal clenched a fist dramatically in front of him. "But I cannot fight alone, not yet. I will need all of you to stand with me."
"We just did, and it didn't do a lot of good."
"Fear not!" Melal cast Veron a smile that was nothing like his old goofy grin. Instead, his face was fixed in a calm, unrelenting smile that bared his teeth and did not touch his pale eyes. "All of you will have the rains to train and prepare yourself. The next time, we will not be taken off guard. The next time, we will triumph."
Veron looked like she wanted to say something else, but shut her mouth and fumbled within her cloak for something to drink. Tani stared at Melal for a while, then looked to the others. Slaten was unchanged, of course, but Laeri seemed encouraged.
"In one hundred days, let us meet at the ruins of Ith Ire!" Melal drew his sword and plunged it into the earth. "This is my commitment to you. If you wish to leave and abandon this fight, that is your choice. But if you return and join me, you can become part of the Legend itself. Can there be anything greater?"
No one answered that question. Melal remained there for a while before nodding in satisfaction and pulling his sword from the ground. He seemed more like his old self as he wandered off, but as he moved away from them, he began to stride more purposefully. Tani closed her eyes for a long time.
She wasn't sure how long it was, but eventually they started leaving. Veron and Graenin spoke together in low voices, then left. Graenin didn't look back at all and Veron merely glanced at her. Tani doubted she would ever see the two of them again.
Teren woke up and asked Slaten a question in Okeni. He sighed and rose to his feet. She held his hand and they started to walk away, but Tani moved after them.
"Slaten... are you going to come back?"
He didn't answer at first, still looking away. Teren looked back at her curiously. Eventually Slaten sighed and turned around to face her. "I cannot say. Teren wants me to remain with her, but there is no place for me there. Or perhaps anywhere."
She wanted to tell him that he would be welcome to join her, but couldn't bring herself to say it. Perhaps he wouldn't want her pity.
"I think I might return," Slaten said. "In the end, I don't think there's any answer until we know what the Hero and the Legend really are. Anything else I try to do, I won't be able to stop thinking about what's happening. If I ignore it... I have a feeling that one day it will be impossible to ignore and I'll regret having tried to forget about it."
"You may be right. But I think my appetite for answers is more than sated." Tani gave him a weak smile and Slaten eventually smiled back. "Fare well, Slaten. I hope I see you again, but under the right circumstances."
"I feel the same, Tani. Good luck."
With that he moved away, Teren taking his hand again. Tani watched until they became specks on the horizon, then turned back to pick up her things.
She hadn't finished picking them up when Laeri nervously shuffled beside her. "Tani... please don't leave me alone. I want to believe in everything Melal said, but I can't go with him. I just can't."
"But why would you want to come with me?"
"I can trust you, at least." Laeri bit her lip and stared at her in desperation. "You would need to protect me, but I think I could earn my keep. I can help heal you, after all."
Tani sighed and rubbed her eyes with one hand. "Alright, Laeri. You can come with me back home. From there... I don't know. Maybe some warriors who are traveling south can take you to West Corah. It isn't threatened by war right now, so you might be able to find a place there, or a ship back to Estronn."
"Oh, I'm definitely going back to Ith Ire! I want to help the Hero! Don't you?"
"We'll see." Tani didn't have anything else to say, so she simply started walking.
- End of Part 4 -




Interlude
Eraes Tor Yin couldn't have put it into words, but she knew something had changed. One moment she had been seated on the edge of the pier, thinking about the details of the voyage home, and the next... she looked behind her to see if anyone was standing over her shoulder. No one, and she didn't see any signs of immediate danger.
After a time Eraes sighed and decided that she was being irrational. Given everything she had escaped, some psychological trauma was to be expected. Though she had no one to try to explain it to, she was sure that the Hero had been messing around in her head in more ways than she knew. The longer she spent away from him, away from all of it, the better.
She rose to her feet and spent a while just staring out over the ocean. After the endless grass, it looked like paradise. Eraes stared outward, drinking in the rolling waves and the small vessels moving in the bay. Her home wasn't actually in that direction - as far as she knew, there was nothing in that direction - but it was good enough. The ocean meant freedom, or at least escape.
At least, once she removed the last sign of where she had been. She reached under her large cloak and ran her fingers along the iron collar there, as she had many times before. While she had been in the Chorhan Expanse, she'd judged it too risky to remove. That ended today.
In the time before the ship came in, that should be her highest priority. Eraes headed back into town, glancing to either side to find a blacksmith. That was easy enough, as in a decent city there were multiple. The question was who to choose, which was difficult since she had little information.
The slightly shady looking man on the left? He looked like he would do the job without asking any questions, but he also might sell information about her. After getting this far, Eraes didn't want to get wrapped up in anything else exciting. Better to go for something simpler. She found a shop with a woman at the front with the tools and two children helping near the forge. While they might bring her trouble somehow, she was willing to take the bet.
"Hello." The woman bowed politely to her. At least in a port town like this, no one was surprised by her appearance and hopefully no one would grab her hair. "We can't make anything custom right now, but you're welcome to anything you see done."
"Actually, I need something simpler." Eraes stepped forward and pulled the collar of her cloak down enough to reveal the iron ring. "I would like this removed."
The woman paled slightly. "Why do you have that?"
"It's a long story, but a finished one. There's no one chasing me, I'm just going back home and I don't want this attached to my neck. Either I can pay you to help me with this, or I can go on my way and find someone else."
"No... I think we can, I was just surprised. Please wait a moment."
When the woman moved away, Eraes tensed up, but the woman only went back to converse with her husband at the forge. He nodded, wiped off his hands, and approached. "Come in and take a seat. I'm not sure how best to take it off, but we'll figure something out."
They offered a wooden stool, so Eraes sat down on it carefully and pulled off her outer cloak. The man examined her collar from different angles, then barked gruff orders to his children. They ran off and returned shortly after with several tools, including tongs, a pick, and a hammer.
First the smith tried to break open the collar along weak points. He failed, but Eraes felt slightly more comfortable with how careful he was not to let the pick slip and strike her. Eventually he stood back with his hands on his hips.
"That is not coming off easily."
"I believe it was intended to be removed with sein-trained strength," Eraes said.
"Well! We don't have anything that fancy here."
The man folded his arms instead, tapping his foot as he thought. After another set of orders, he was brought an oily rag and a different pick. He began gently working at the bolt binding the collar.
"So, you said you'd be leaving Breilin, huh? Back to Teralanth?"
"I hope so." Eraes closed her eyes and tried to pull her nose away from the oily smell of the rag. "While I've seen some interesting things here, I'm more than ready to go home."
"I can understand that. We get a lot of lonely travelers here. That was how I met my wife, actually." The smith went on to give his story, but Eraes had trouble concentrating on him. Something had changed, she was sure of it. She didn't think she was in any danger, but she did feel profoundly uneasy, the way she did whenever she struggled to think about the Hero.
Eventually the smith loosened the bolt enough to wrench the metal from the end. The collar fell to the floor with a satisfying clatter. Eraes rose to her feet, rubbing her neck. She'd been pinched by the collar several times during the process, but she was glad for those pains now. Her neck felt so much lighter.
The family seemed like they might want to speak more, but Eraes was eager to get away. From everything. She headed back out into the street and checked the position of the sun.
There was still more time. Eraes walked from the street of shops to an older one lined with food stalls and even a few restaurants. After examining everything thoroughly, Eraes walked into one of the larger buildings. She might as well eat a final good meal in honor of Tani. Besides, she had already paid for her voyage and so her local coins would soon become worthless.
Except for a couple reserves for problems that would likely rear their heads, Eraes spent the rest of her money on the best seafood they had. Not only did she get an impressive array of fish, they included kraken meat and two unusual dishes they claimed were shark and jellyfish. Not what she would have usually eaten, but Eraes tried some of everything and in the end sat back satisfied.
What would she tell people about her time here, once she returned to Teralanth? She knew the attitudes many held toward what they viewed as a backwards continent and didn't have the strength to fight that battle. As much as she valued the people she'd met - some of them - there was no sense talking about them. Especially if they couldn't escape the Hero and ended up dead.
On that grim note, Eraes left the restaurant and headed toward the pier again. The large ship she had bought her passage on had moved to the central dock, so it was almost time. She had nothing to load - owned nothing at all except what she carried - so Eraes headed toward it.
When the sailors eyed her carefully, for a moment she was sure that it would all fall apart. She couldn't be allowed to leave safely. A new Hero would come charging down the pier, or Deathspawn would attack from out of the oceans, or meteors would destroy the ship. Anything to keep her there.
Nothing happened. She was allowed to board without even any final haggling over the price.
Her cabin was miserably small and shared with three others, but unless they were assassins prepared to kill her, Eraes didn't care. She sat down heavily in her hammock and tried to sleep through the time she had left. It didn't work, and she struggled to adapt to the rocking of the waves. Seasickness had never been a problem for her before, but traveling by airship had been so much smoother. She started to search for her mirror, only to pause as she remembered that she'd given it to Tani.
Giving up on resting, Eraes decided that she might as well watch them depart. Many of the other travelers stood on the deck as well, herded into a small area where they wouldn't bother the sailors. Eraes joined them, leaning against the rail and watching the land as it diminished.
Most of those around her looked sad. A couple held one another and spoke in pained voices. Somewhere in the group a child bawled. Plenty of people looked misty-eyed toward their home.
Eraes could not wait to see it for the last time. As they drifted further away, the ominous feeling that had dwelled in her heart ever since she stepped close to the Legend finally eased. She took a deep breath and it felt wonderful, as if it was the first real breath she had taken in years.
Turning away from the receding continent, Eraes instead moved to the front of the ship and looked out into the ocean spreading in all directions. Slowly and surely, she lost herself in it.




Part 5

Total Victory




Chapter 55

-
"All of this would be much easier if you would explain your intentions to us. I will do what I can to report under such conditions."
-
Acid trickled over stone. The hiss of the stone dissolving, the flow of the acid, the dripping of the liquid into the pool: all combined into a gentle hum of noise that drowned out the rest of the world. Nothing existed beyond the old stone building and the soft sounds and mists that floated within it.
Celivia had always found the preparation calming, even when it wasn't for her, even when she wasn't about to become whole again. Sitting in meditation position, wearing nothing but the ceremonial robe, she felt at peace. It was an illusion, but an illusion she would gladly accept for a time.
This was the last of three rituals, sure to be the most painful but also the one that would restore her. Even her adult rebirth had been less difficult than this. She had gone through the horrible process twice, first to appear human and now to return to herself. Never again. They had reassured her that this process wouldn't inhibit future rebirths, but the discomfort alone was a heavy cost.
But it would be worth it, if all went well at the meeting.
Setting her concerns aside, Celivia returned to perfecting her sein flow. It was critical that everything be right before she went into the pool or the result would be unpleasant. For the previous rituals, she had tried to filter through all her new experiences and training in her pseudo-human form, retain what she wanted, and discard what was unnecessary. This time, she needed to bring everything together and visualize herself in every detail. Even if she received the promotion and rebirth she wanted, a solid foundation would be required.
Eventually everything was in order, but the time had not yet come. Celivia sighed and shifted her legs, trying to remain focused. She couldn't let her internal flow wander or allow memories to distract her. Instead she submerged herself and experienced nothing but sein. And the acid dripping, taking her closer one drop at a time...
"Naena Celivia? Everything is ready, if you are prepared."
"I am." She stood to her feet, for the moment a creature of pure focus, barely seeing the short man who had entered the room. He pulled on the drawstring to the central chamber and she stepped to the edge of the pool of hissing liquid.
This pool was nothing like the grand structures on Orphos, just a marble-lined hole in the stone without any carvings. Then again, it was remarkable that they had a pool of rebirth at all on Breilin. She wasn't sure why she had been sent to the eastern Nol lands, especially since-
No. Focus.
Celivia stepped closer to the edge as she concentrated on the flow of her sein one final time. The air grew still as time seemed to slow around her. Drops of acid hissing down the stone spout crept forward, hung in the air as they fell, created slow ripples in the pool that grew even slower.
She stepped forward and plunged directly into the pool.
The acid began to eat through the thin robe instantly and she felt it burning her skin, but that was nothing compared to the more dangerous liquids. Those surged into her, consuming her within and without. Only her mind and the flow of her sein endured. Celivia let out a scream under the surface and it all rushed in and overwhelmed her.
For a time, she felt nothing.
Then her heartbeat, followed by the throb of sein through her body. She struggled to remember herself and focused on what she could grasp. The taste of water, the sound of wind, the feeling of her body splitting apart, even a hint of light through her closed eyes.
Then it was over and Celivia lay at the bottom of a pool of black water. All of its strength spent, the liquid no longer burned, but her lungs demanded air. She struggled to her feet, found the rough stairs on the opposite side, and climbed her way back into the world.
As she emerged from the water, she felt whole again. Normally she would have wanted to examine herself, but she didn't dare to do that here, in a strange place with only nominal allies. The staff of the pool had been respectful enough, but they might be watching her through the mist. Celivia took the black robe that waited for her on the other side and wrapped it around her still dripping body before tying it tightly at the waist.
They hadn't left a hole for her tail, as most clothes didn't. Celivia simply stabbed her tail through the fabric and found that it pierced surprisingly easily. She curled her tail around her side to look, though she was distracted by the pleasure of having her tail back. While pretending to be human she'd been afraid she'd wiggle her hips strangely searching for the limb that wasn't there.
She ran her hand along the tail, reveling in how smooth her new skin felt. It was mostly the same as before except for the blade at the end, which had grown to nearly the length of her hand. When she tested the edge, she found it much sharper than before. No doubt due to Veron's training in explosive force.
Celivia strode out of the room, enjoying the flow of new strength through her limbs. They had placed a mirror in the waiting chamber, but she saw that the staff were waiting just outside it. Rather than play to stereotype, she quickly checked her teeth in the mirror before leaving. Those might be sharper too, though she was uncertain after so long with dull human teeth.
"The ritual was a success, Naena?" The man who had spoken to her before approached her politely and Celivia nodded to him.
"Yes, I feel myself again."
"It must certainly be a relief to be free of those vestiges of their filth. Would you like something to eat or drink?"
"I think I'll go into town. Is there any word of my contact?"
Another one of the chamber staff stepped forward at that, clearing his throat. "Several messages, actually. Apologies, Naena, but there appears to be some confusion. Your superior was delayed by something, yet is now rushing to arrive? The message from the Voidwalker suggested that you would be meeting with people you knew on your way here. And finally..." The man extended her a thin scroll with a black seal.
Celivia carefully wiped the last of the liquid off on her robe and took the scroll from him. Only a few words in an elegant hand. There were delays that I have expedited. Deal with personal and military matters first. Our meeting will be noon, local time. She shivered, realizing that he would actually be coming personally. Though she'd hoped for a chance to speak with him again, their first meeting had been so brief that she hadn't been sure she would get another.
"It seems I have several meetings today, then." She glanced out the door and saw the sun far from its apex. "Get me my things. I'll take some time to prepare myself, then return to meet with them."
"We have a voidlink platform, Naena."
"Ah, I'll go there, then."
They ushered her into a small room on the side of the temple where her personal items had been left, then she was finally alone. Celivia finished drying herself with the robe and quickly changed into her clothes. Before picking up her weapons, she lifted the necklace slowly and placed it around her neck. It felt so much heavier than it had at the beginning.
Since she was alone, Celivia couldn't help but take a moment to check herself. Her nails were neat and trim and sharp enough to take out someone's throat. She experimentally jumped and her hair floated up around her to brush the ceiling. Just for fun, she lashed her tail behind her a few times. Now that she had a proper body back, she wanted to test herself, to....
If she was honest, she wanted to spar with Slaten. She closed her eyes and tried to dispel such thoughts.
Celivia wondered what the humans would think of her, to see her like this. With just a few superficial changes, the boy had gone from idolization to hatred. Slaten had seen the changes and not cared. Tani had not seen the changes at all and looked straight through to the lies Celivia now deeply regretted. It had been such a small thing, so easy to do, yet it had ruined her chances of connecting with Tani.
Perhaps forever. There was no point thinking about them now, since she would be reassigned somewhere completely different and never see them again.
Good mood gone, Celivia picked up her weapons and left the temple. As she walked beneath the entrance arch, she glanced up at the letters written across the front. She felt like she could almost read the characters, but not quite. Whatever this temple had been to or for, it existed only as a pool of rebirth now.
To distract herself from thoughts of humans, Celivia headed down the steep path into town and considered the meetings ahead of her. First, she would finally report to a military superior - given that she had helped destroy the Coran resistance, that meeting should go well. The message with people she knew was ambiguous and could be good or bad. But both of those paled in comparison to meeting Zeitai Teirsan...
It was fortunate she'd rushed through her rituals or she wouldn't be prepared to meet with them. As she was, she still felt drained. She needed a moment to clear her head and prepare, so she was doubly glad she could go into town.
Just being able to walk down a street filled with mansthein was refreshing, though that was superficial. She had very little in common with the people here, mostly Feinan merchants and aides. They had been established here in Tur-Nol for some time and had peaceful human contacts. Nothing like the tension she had experienced before.
Celivia entered a restaurant that smelled good and was escorted to a table by the owner. A rather old man, scrawny but with visible scars on his arms. Retired military, perhaps. Once she paid, he left a plate and knives at her table, then gestured for her to go the central grills herself. Traditionally the meat should be served to her, but she was far from home here. Besides, the meat smelled too good to complain.
She quickly filled her plate with strips of sizzling aurochs meat, grilled cockatrice, and a kebab with mixed meats and pineapple. Celivia went back to her seat and tore into it eagerly, easing the hunger in her stomach. It had been worth every coin.
A young woman brought her a large mug of water, which Celivia drained immediately and handed back to her. Meanwhile, the old man steadily tended the other meats, with considerable variety over his grills even though there were few customers at the bar. She eyed some of the less familiar meats she saw there, still hungry and willing to experiment.
What would Tani think of all this variety? The thought made Celivia slow. She kept eating, but it no longer tasted quite so savory.
The humans couldn't keep occupying so much of her mind. As much time as she had spent with them, those years were only a small detour in her life. Now she would return to her real life, and since she'd failed to save the humans, that was probably the end. Based on the group she saw, they had probably escaped alive, so she wished them well. Once she finished giving her reports, she would set them out of her mind.
When she returned to the grills, the old man chuckled ruefully. "Well, I can see I'm going to lose money on you, Naena! I priced for hungry warriors, but you have quite the appetite... finish a rebirth or something?"
"Not quite, but close." Celivia filled her plate again while keeping an eye on him. "Do you know why there's a pool of rebirth out here, anyway?"
"Oh, it was an old campaign. Not sure what it was about - I was there, but I'm not sure what it was about!" He chuckled like it was an old joke, then used one of his knives to slide a long piece of red meat onto her plate. "Have one of these, Naena - they'll perk you right up!"
Celivia thanked him and returned to her seat. The old man's suggestion was good, bursting with juices, but she couldn't fully enjoy it. She finished her meal and headed back into the town.
Her plan had been to relax somewhere else, perhaps try a cup of neth, but she no longer thought she would enjoy it. Now that her hunger was sated, Celivia hurried back to the temple. She had written her reports there in between preparations for the rituals, but it would be wise to read them again and ensure that she'd made no mistakes.
An hour later it was nearly noon, so she kept looking over her reports while sitting beside the courtyard that held the voidlink platform. She couldn't help but look up every so often, since they could arrive at any moment. Of course, she would know when they did, but she couldn't help but keep watch.
Even so, she was looking down when they arrived. A larger than usual rush of wind swept out from the center of the courtyard, sending her hair flying. Celivia cursed, realizing that she had forgotten to tie it back. She hastily did so as she looked up to see the arrivals... and her hands faltered.
At the center of the group was a member of the Voidwalkers, of course, and he had two high-ranking officials with him. Celivia barely looked at any of them. Her eyes were on the three women who stood behind them.
Her eyes went to Reina first, even though she was far shorter than everyone else. She wore a cute blue robe embroidered in silver, and it seemed that she'd cut her hair again, leaving it in a sharp line that hung just below her ears. When she saw Celivia, her nervousness was replaced with excitement, though she struggled to keep herself in place.
Behind Reina, Ghalia was the most obvious. She had clearly gone through a Catai rebirth and chosen the standard Towd path: Ghalia had always been a muscular woman, but now she loomed over the others. Other than dark bands wrapped around her breasts, she made no concessions to gender, wearing the standard military pants with an axe hooked behind her back.
By comparison, Lurimin had hardly changed at all, almost hiding at the back of the group. If anything, she had gotten even thinner. Her dark robe had an additional red line on the hem signifying a promotion, but otherwise she looked the same as she always had. Only one eye was visible through her tangled mass of dark hair, but she seemed to be smiling.
For a time, no one said anything. The two officials looked nauseous after the trip and turned away. At that moment, Reina sprinted forward.
"Celi!" She launched herself toward her at full combat speed, so a moment later Celivia had the other woman's arms wrapped around her neck.
It wouldn't be seen as professional, but she didn't care - Celivia embraced her back. How long had it been since she had really touched another person?
"Are you finally done? I know you had to do it, but I hope your mission is finally over." Reina squeezed her tightly.
"It's over. At least once I report." Celivia sighed as she noticed the officials looking toward them. The older soldier on the left, a bit portly but carrying a sword that looked weathered, only scowled at the unprofessionalism. To the right, the lean aristocrat actively sneered. "I need to talk to them, Reina."
"Okay. We'll talk later, Celi."
Celivia set down Reina, who quickly stepped away. Ghalia and Lurimin moved to the side more gracefully, though they would definitely talk later. It seemed as though they'd come to meet her, but they couldn't have afforded a trip via the Voidwalkers, so there must be another reason. For now, she couldn't concern herself with them, she needed to give her reports.
"Nin Celivia." The old soldier spoke in a rough voice. "I am Major Bannaren. I understand that your deployment, unusual as it was, has completed successfully."
"Yes, Kaen." Celivia took out the appropriate papers and handed them to him. The younger man reached in first and grabbed them, then gave them a scornful glance.
"This is all we've accomplished? One little human group crushed?"
She knew that he hadn't even read the papers, but of course she couldn't say that. Celivia kept her face neutral. "Koreinan Aryabaus has fought in the region for several years in an attempt to take a nation. He specifically requested that specialized resources be devoted to solving this problem. I complied, in addition to completing my other duties."
"Oh, the accomplishment is worth something and you are to be commended, don't misunderstand me." But the look he cast her suggested that believing his politeness meant anything would be the real misunderstanding. He might be polite enough to noblewomen, but women like her? "The question is merely if it was worth the cost. Six rebirths, just to disguise one of our own as a human and remove a few enemies. And I cannot help but notice that if we had sent a male, it could have been done in four."
He stopped short of making his statement explicit, but of course he wouldn't. She had grown too used to the Expanse - say one thing for Corans, they were blunt about what they wanted. It had been some time since she'd tasted this poison.
Bannaren just grunted. "The time to argue about the strategy is past, Pelolin. A completed mission is a completed mission." For a moment Celivia felt more hopeful, but when his eyes turned toward her, they were far from friendly. "You're owed your back pay and promotion to warrior, second class. Is there anything else?"
"I would like to apply for the Catai program, Kaen."
"Absolutely not!" Pelolin cut in loudly. "Think of the resources we have already wasted on her! We cannot burn through rebirth after rebirth like this!"
Celivia gritted her teeth and ignored Pelolin. He could advise, but Bannaren made the decision in the end. Unfortunately, he was shaking his head. "That's a no, soldier."
"Why, Kaen?" She wasn't supposed to question the order, but to be denied after so long... unfortunately, she saw Bannaren's eyes go hard.
"Your record is good, but not exceptional. Worse than you have made Catai, true. But they'd led men into battle many times, and you have no leadership experience. And the soldiers aren't going to easily respect a woman, not unless she takes the Towd route, like Ghalia there. Were you going to pursue that form, soldier?"
"...no, Kaen. Tarantril."
And that ended her chances of rebirth. She saw Pelolin turn away, muttering something about vanity under his breath. He didn't look like he'd sweated a day in his life and she sensed no sein flow from him, but of course he felt entitled to judge her choice.
Bannaren took the papers and stuck them under his arm without looking at them. "That's it, then. We'll probably reassign you under Aryabaus."
"What?" Celivia stiffened. She'd anticipated that she might be refused rebirth, but after electing to take such a taxing mission, she'd assumed that she'd have her choice.
"Because you served most of a tour. Complete it, help finish off that human nation, maybe get a commendation. You do that, maybe you could think about warrior, first class."
Not as good as she'd hoped, but much better than the shit duty Pelolin would no doubt have sent her to. And though she disliked to admit it, she wouldn't mind staying in the Chorhan Expanse a little longer. That way she might have another chance...
"Can we leave now?" Pelolin turned around to look at the Voidwalker officer, who had moved away to lean against the wall. "I don't see why we needed to stop here at all. Couldn't she have just come to my office after I received my new station?"
"Orders." The Voidwalker officer moved away from the wall casually, not bothering to address Pelolin properly. Celivia would almost have hoped he was on her side, but it was probably just casual disrespect because he stood outside the normal chain of command.
"Orders? From who?"
"The Zeitai." As they looked at him in shock, the Voidwalker slouched past them, waving a hand vaguely. "I get the rest of the afternoon off. Which I need anyway, unless you want me to make a mistake and splatter all of you. Since you all went together like this, I need to make a lot of jumps."
Before he could leave, one of the staff from the temple approached them, smiling obsequiously. "Can I get you anything, Feinan?"
The Voidwalker stopped for a moment, glancing at him. "Whatever they want, you should get a table, two chairs, and an unbrewed pot of neth. The Zeitai will want it that way."
Pelolin finally spoke up. "This is absurd! You really expect us to believe that one of the Zeitai is coming here? Even I wouldn't dare to imagine that a Zeitai would come to congratulate me on my promotion - what could he possibly want with anyone else?"
"Not a clue." With that, the officer left, heading down toward the town as if familiar with the path. Perhaps he was, since Celivia understood that most Voidwalkers transferred personnel and supplies on consistent routes. She'd applied to the Voidwalker program herself, though she hadn't been accepted. Possibly because she was female, though in this case she suspected it was actually lack of talent.
Meanwhile, Pelolin was taking the opportunity to make demands of the local staff. Celivia wanted nothing to do with him, so she glanced upward. The sun drew near its peak, but not quite. Letting herself smile, she moved toward her friends.
They had been speaking to each other, but cut off as soon as she approached. Reina hopped forward to embrace her around the waist. "We heard everything. That's not fair at all!"
"I knew it was a risk when I took this mission." Celivia sighed and peeled Reina back a little, though she kept her hand on the other woman's shoulder. Meanwhile, Ghalia moved up behind her.
"But congrats on finishing the mission! Not everybody gets an assignment like that!" She slapped Celivia on the back, likely as hard as possible. Celivia managed to swallow her grunt and only tilted forward a little, which made Ghalia laugh loudly. "Damn, you've gotten tough!"
"I had a lot of time to train." Celivia punched Ghalia in one of her newly huge biceps, putting extra sein into it. "I see you made Catai."
"How could I not? I'm telling you all, Baelen is the tour of duty you want. Zeitai Xetsu doesn't give a shit about anything except if you're strong, and most of the army follows his lead."
"Have you met him?" Lurimin asked quietly. Ghalia scowled.
"Of course not. I'm moving my way up in the world, but not that high. Not yet, anyway! You hear stories about him showing up to fight in some random battle, but I've never had the chance."
Lurimin's visible eye flickered over to Celivia. "Is it true that you were given your assignment by Zeitai Teirsan? Did you actually meet him?"
Celivia nodded, her smile fading. As glad as she was to see her old friends, they couldn't escape the world around them. She didn't even try to say that she'd seen Zeitai Xetsu and Zeitai Sepultus - Ghalia would definitely call bullshit. Pushing aside those thoughts, Celivia answered. "It was very brief and he didn't seem to have much time for me, but yes."
Reina gave a low whistle. "Was he kind? I mean, given everything he did for us, I'd hope so, but..."
"That's hard to say." And it made her think about the upcoming encounter, which only made her nervous. Celivia turned her attention to Lurimin. "Luri, are you still freezing yourself in the north of Fareshel?"
She nodded. "It's a quiet position. I like it. They don't call a nation the 'Eternal Empire' for nothing, so we're not actively at war right now. Little chance for promotion, but I have more time for my work."
Ghalia leaned in, jabbing her with an elbow and grinning. "The real question is, are you getting laid in the Vear legions? I hear good things!"
Though Ghalia's larger size easily shook Lurimin around with her jabbing, she failed to fluster Lurimin. The smaller woman simply shrugged. "Vear are Vear. They stick to themselves."
"Dammit, and you're probably fine with that, aren't you?"
They kept chatting and Celivia was able to relax a little more. It refreshed her soul to see old friends and indulge herself in topics that had been far from her mind for so long. She learned that the three of them had pulled strings to tag along with the Voidwalker and meet with her, which was kind. Ghalia was returning to Baelen after her rebirth and Lurimin to Orphos for intensive study. Reina never said exactly why she was there.
Though the conversation was fun, Celivia wasn't able to forget about their purpose, continually glancing toward the sun. When it shone just overhead, she heard a rush of wind and turned.
Zeitai Teirsan stood in the center of the platform, unaccompanied. He wore an unpatterned robe of blue silk, every fold and belt absolutely immaculate. Exactly the way she remembered him, down to the way his short silver hair stuck up in a tangle. Strangely, he had no presence whatsoever, not even what she would have expected from a normal soldier. But it was hard to think about that because of his piercing eyes - not red, but gold.
Most experienced a moment of disorientation after voidwalking, but Teirsan glanced around the courtyard even as he emerged. His eyes flickered over her before turning to Bannaren and Pelolin. "Good, you're here. Seinan Bannaren, you may take the rest of the afternoon off. Seinan Pelolin, your promotion will stand but your position has been revoked because our policies in Nol have been reconsidered. Someone will brief you when you arrive."
"What is this?" Pelolin looked taken aback and advanced toward him. "Who are you?"
"Please excuse me." Teirsan stepped past him and faced the local staff. "I will need to conduct some business here. I would like two chairs and-" The staff emerged, carrying wicker furniture and a pot to prepare neth. They started to bow and offer praises, but Teirsan didn't skip a beat and gestured to one corner of the courtyard. "Thank you. Set them down over there, please. Everyone else may leave. Now, Seinan Celivia. We should speak."
Celivia found herself tensing every time those golden eyes turned on her, but at that moment Pelolin stepped in between them. She realized that he was actually taller than the Zeitai, and combined with his elaborate clothes he looked far more imposing.
"Do you really expect us to believe you're Zeitainan Teirsan?" Pelolin scoffed. "You have a lot of nerve, impersonating a Zeitai. I don't know what kind of trick this is, changing my promotion, but-"
Teirsan's eyes flickered up to him and he spoke quietly. "Seinan Pelolin, you are wasting my time."
The air went utterly still. Celivia couldn't explain it and didn't feel any flow of sein, yet the breeze vanished and silence cloaked the world. It happened for only a moment, then everything resumed... but Pelolin staggered several steps backward, eyes wide. A dark spot of urine grew down the side of his leg and he collapsed.
As soon as Pelolin dropped out of his path, Teirsan walked past him toward the corner where the table had been set up. "Seinan Celivia, if you would follow me, please?"
She went as fast as she could.
Though she wouldn't have said he moved particularly fast, somehow Teirsan was already sitting down in one of the chairs. She followed, uncertain if he meant her to sit, but he gestured curtly to the other chair.
"I hope that the device is undamaged?"
"Ah... yes, it's intact." Celivia struggled to sit and pull the necklace off at the same time, her body refusing to move naturally. After getting the chain tangled in her hair, she managed to set it into his waiting hand before he waited too long. In the corner of her vision, she saw that everyone else had obeyed the order to leave, Bannaren helping Pelolin up, so they were abruptly alone in the courtyard.
"Good." Teirsan took the necklace and deftly twisted something, resulting in the yellow stone falling out of the metal frame. He crushed it in one hand, the gem breaking apart to reveal a golden crystal within. All of his movements seemed too fast, like he was rushing nervously, yet no motion was wasted.
He had only examined the crystal for a moment before his eyes flickered back up to her and she froze. "This will be useful, but I had also hoped to receive your verbal report."
"I... yes." Celivia swallowed, trying to remember what she had prepared in case this happened. "I can confirm reports that the Hero is more than a rumor. I never saw more than one at once, but when one dies, another appears." She cursed herself for saying what he probably already knew, but moved on. "I was able to interact closely with three Heroes and briefly with two more. They seem to have a substantial effect on humans around them, though I do not know the mechanism. They also have a negative effect on mansthein in their presence, which I experienced personally but was able to resist with practice."
For the first time since he arrived, Teirsan paused, looking at her with what almost might have been a smile. He sat back, his posture more relaxed than before. "Your brevity is to be commended, but this is not a matter conducive to simplification. Please, report in greater detail."
She nodded and took a moment to compose herself. Thankfully, Teirsan didn't seem impatient. He turned to the neth supplies on the table and mixed in the powder, then he touched the side of the pot. It boiled instantly. The intense smell hit her soon after and she barely hid her wince. It might have been intended to be intimidating, yet he didn't seem to consider anything amiss about it.
"I will tell you what I can, Zeitainan, though I fear I may neglect some details."
"You may submit a written report later." Teirsan sat back and looked at her, golden crystal in one hand, cup in the other. "There's value in hearing it from you directly. Please, begin."
Celivia began explaining her experience, nervous at first but slowly growing more comfortable. When she accidentally wandered too far into topics unrelated to the Hero or Legend, Teirsan asked careful questions that focused her again. It was unnerving whenever his gaze fell on her, but he also spent much of his time gazing down at the crystal and sipping from his cup. Yet judging from his sharp questions, he listened extremely carefully.
When she finished, he was silent for a moment longer. Then he made the crystal vanish into his robe and shifted back to her. "Thank you, Seinan Celivia. This has been very productive."
"Zeitainan..." Asking a question might be risky, but she felt she needed to. "Everything about the Legend... it's real, but how is it real? What actually is it?"
"That is a good question." He said nothing else, as if that was a self-evident answer.
"The Legend ends with mansthein and humans killing each other violently and the Hero winning. Is that inevitable, then?"
"Another good question." Teirsan took a sip from his cup, eyes fixed on her. "At this time, we do not have adequate answers. You may be able to assist. Go through your Catai rebirth and prepare to be transferred."
Did he expect her to accomplish those things easily on her own? Since he seemed relatively pleased with her work and report, Celivia hoped that he wouldn't get angry. "I was refused my request to become Catai. Right now I'm a warrior second class. They told me I needed to return to the Chorhan Expanse to serve a full term."
"How tedious."
Teirsan shot a glance of pure scorn in the direction Pelolin had gone and something in his tone left her certain that he understood. But as much as she loved him for that scorn, it also left her nervous again. Though Teirsan had established the program that lifted them out of the pits, he was not ultimately their ally. Whatever agenda he pursued, he pursued it to the exclusion of all else.
"Then I present you with an alternative, Seinan Celivia. You could join my personal service, effective immediately. Once details of training and rebirth are past, you could work with these issues more directly."
She stared at him, not sure if she'd understood. Serving under a Zeitai directly was a great honor, but... "You mean... leave the military?"
"Obviously."
"Then..." Celivia closed her eyes, not quite believing her life could change that quickly. This proposal offered many advantages, but it would mean stepping away from everything she'd built so far. And it would certainly mean leaving both her friends and the humans, becoming caught up in something greater...
"You have hesitations. That's acceptable." Teirsan set down his cup and rose to his feet. "Return to the Expanse. Locate the Hero again if you can. If you show the same capacity you have demonstrated so far, I doubt that you will remain in that position for a full term."
Though Celivia felt a bit of disappointment that her chance had already passed her by, she also felt relief. Quickly getting up after him, she bowed politely. "Thank you, Zeitainan Teirsan."
He vanished without saying farewell, air rushing toward the point where he had been standing. Celivia stayed there for some time, staring. She felt as though she had kept up a little during their conversation, but now she reeled and struggled to catch up from the barrage of quick words.
When she turned back, to her surprise she found Reina entering the courtyard. This time she approached slowly instead of rushing, looking up at her seriously. "What did he say?"
"A lot of things." Celivia shook her head slowly. "I'm still going to be working here. I meant to ask, Rei, where are you stationed now?"
"I wanted to talk about that." Reina looked away from her nervously. "I'm actually on leave. I came to see you, and I was hoping I could go with you. Not for long, but for a while at least."
Celivia looked over to the supplies left at the side of the platform and realized that Reina's pack was much larger than it needed to be. She also saw the woman's pair of over-sized cleavers attached to it. So that was the reason she hadn't volunteered information with everyone else.
"Alright." Celivia hadn't meant to accept, but she didn't want to lose everyone so soon after meeting them again. "We'll need to talk about the details, but we can try to make it work. But let's not talk about that for now, alright? I want to enjoy the time we have with Ghalia and Lurimin."
"Oh, me too! We talked before we came to meet you - Lurimin has learned some really interesting things, and Ghalia has a lot of good stories..."
Reina explained all about it as they headed down the path, met with the others, and then walked down to the village. For a time, Celivia tried to forget about anything else.




Chapter 56

-
"Gray is gathering information regarding overall operations. I understand she is attempting to contact you as well regarding concerns brought by a number of commanders in central Breilin."
-
When Tani had made her plans, she had failed to consider how long it would take them to travel back to the tribe, since Laeri couldn't truly run. She had continued her training while traveling, but it rankled to spend so much time in the endless grasslands when she was so close. Soon she would return home, her Farwalk finished, finally be a true Nelee warrior... if Laeri could just pick up the pace.
To be fair, the healer did the best she could without complaint, marching onward until she collapsed of exhaustion. Though Laeri tried to hide it, Tani had seen the horrible blisters she healed on her feet each night. She had also done her best to learn some running arts so they weren't plodding along at an even slower rate, though it hadn't gone terribly well. Laeri had deep wells of sein, but they weren't conditioned for physical exertion.
Now, at long last, they neared their destination. There had been clusters of trees for some time, slowly giving way to true forest. Tani smiled and started to pick up the pace before she heard Laeri's heavy breaths.
"You seem... happy." Laeri tried to speed up, coming along beside her. Despite her heavy breathing, she smiled. "Are we almost there?"
"Yes, very nearly. Then you should have a long time to rest."
"Good." Laeri's fingers clenched tightly around her staff, however. "How am I supposed to introduce myself? I'd feel so strange saying 'Laeri of the Estronese' but do you think anybody would know about our specific clans? I don't want to seem arrogant..."
"You'll be fine, Laeri. No one expects you to introduce yourself like a Nelee."
"But I'd like to be polite, you know? If I'll be here for such a long time, it would be nice to be on good terms with everyone."
That brought up the old issue. This close to home, Tani just ignored it and avoided fighting that battle. Nothing could shake Laeri's certainty that they would be returning to meet Melal in time, while Tani felt tired just considering the question. What she wanted was to speak to her master and spend a long time not thinking about the Hero or the Legend in the slightest.
"Do you think the food will be okay? We've gotten by on Coran bread this far, but I've heard that Rhen food is really different. I don't mind if it's just bland, but I hear-"
"Laeri, really. Please relax." Tani turned and took her gently by the shoulder. "I haven't been home in a long time. Everyone will be friendly to you, but they'll leave you alone. Let's get some rest before we worry about anything else."
"I'll try not to worry until then." Laeri nodded and followed after her quietly, letting Tani enjoy her approach to home after so long.
Before they got close, she saw the first sign they were near: scouts coming out to meet them. Tani slowed to a halt and waited for them while Laeri shifted to stand behind her. Though the scouts looked very Nelee, Tani remained on guard, not letting herself relax just because she was home.
The leader of the group approached first, carrying knives in both hands. "You've entered Nel-" Her eyes grew wide. "Tani? Is that you?"
"Janemi!" Tani raised her arms wide, unable to hold back her smile. Janemi sheathed her knives in a flash and rushed forward to hug her fiercely, switching to Nelhae.
"I cannot believe it. We lit offerings for your safe return, but when we heard of the great violence with Deathspawn across the Chorhan Expanse..."
"I know. At times I was uncertain if I would survive, but I am back." Tani embraced her tightly. Though Janemi was not exactly a dear friend, absence and years far from home had given the relationship new weight. The years seemed to have treated Janemi well, with gorgeous woodwork on her jacket and a headband of flowers that suggested she was newly partnered with someone.
At last they pulled away from each other, Janemi looking her over as well. "I presume that it did not take you this long to cross the Expanse."
"No, I was delayed by many obstacles." Tani stepped aside and switched to Coran as she gestured to Laeri. "This is Laeri, an Estronese healer who has saved me from many injuries. We're traveling together for the time being and she would welcome your hospitality."
"Welcome!" Janemi's smile was significantly less than it had been before but appeared honest. Tani noted that a few of the other scouts seemed uncomfortable with the switch to Coran. She'd forgotten how insular some Nelee could be. "We would be happy to let you stay with us for several days as Tani's guest, but Nelee must support themselves."
"Oh, um." Laeri fumbled with the pouches at her belt. "I can pay, don't worry. Are Easterns fine? Just... give me a moment to find..."
"I was thinking you could pay with your skills, but money is fine too." Janemi promptly turned away from Laeri and focused her attention on Tani again. "Now, I am sure you have much to tell, but many others will want to hear your tales. I will restrain myself for now."
"I would like to hear what has happened since I have been gone."
Janemi helped her catch up with the latest as they walked back, covering both gossip and serious affairs. It seemed that they had fewer direct conflicts with Deathspawn than before, but the threat of serious war increased day by day. Many remained nervous and some argued for striking first. Calls for a new Confederation of Tribes remained constantly on the wind, never quite coming together. In a sense, it seemed that little had changed.
As they drew closer, Tani felt her body shedding tension that she hadn't realized she still carried. The images and scents of home that she had experienced solely as sein for so long actually existed around her again. Soon even individual trees became familiar and when she saw the first of the houses she felt joy well up in her heart.
Despite herself, Tani embraced Janemi again. The other young woman hugged her back without making anything of it, instead smirking. "I take it after your Farwalk, you have chosen to leave the Nelee permanently? I will tell the masters."
"Do not even jest of it. Please, find Master Yanumi so I may tell her of everything. While I wait... does Panior still make that delicious dish of chopped herbs?"
"I think he was working on some today. Let me see... he moved into the westernmost house since you were last here, so go that way. I will find your master, if I can." The twitch at the corner of Janemi's lips suggested that might not be an easy task. Another thing that hadn't changed.
Tani was grateful when the scouts returned to their task, leaving her truly among the Nelee again. She turned back and gestured for Laeri to follow her as she took an arcing route through the village, absorbing the sights on her way. Though the tribe was not so small that everyone knew her well, they knew her by sight and she received a chorus of greetings on her way that she happily returned.
"Everyone really likes you," Laeri said. Her large eyes seemed perpetually all the way open as she stared at everything.
"I wouldn't say that, they're just glad to see I'm not dead. Given how dangerous the world has become, there are even some who say the Farwalk tradition should be ended."
Laeri nodded and said nothing else, padding quietly behind her. Soon they had neared the westernmost house, which it seemed had been extended by several paces. Though Tani wasn't sure how Panior would have partnered into the house, all that mattered right now was that he hadn't lost his skill. She saw smoke rising from the chimney and smelled spices in the air, pulling her inward swiftly.
At this time of day the building lay mostly empty, making it easy to find Panior. He sat with his legs crossed before the fire, examining his pot seriously. Though he had a few more gray hairs than before, his body remained hale and hearty. She didn't see any signs that he had become a master, but most said it was only a matter of time. More importantly for her at that moment, he was a master of cooking.
When he heard them pass through the bead curtain, he turned with mild interest, then his eyes went wide. "Tani! You have returned!"
"Panior." She started to smile but was interrupted when he rushed up to her, grabbing her shoulders and lifting her into the air just as he had when she was a child. A strand of discomfort wormed into the warm familiarity of home and Panior must have seen something in her expression, because he swiftly set her down.
"You look older and wiser, Tani. And much stronger."
"I expected to walk, but I have had no choice but to fight." Setting aside the momentary discomfort, Tani grinned at him. "Right now, I would like to eat."
"Of course, of course! Sit down, today the meal will be my treat! And invite your friend to sit and eat as well - I will not embarrass you with my poor Coran."
They spoke of little important while he finished his work, Tani's mouth watering more and more each time he opened the pot to add ingredients or stir it. As much as she wanted to devour all of it, she trusted him to know exactly when it was ready. Finally he spooned the mixture out into two large dishes, set it in front of them, and gestured expansively.
"Please enjoy! I will go and gather some other ingredients... we must eat well tonight to celebrate your return!"
With that, Panior left them alone in the house except for a mother who was busy nursing her child. Tani handed Laeri one of the spoons before taking one for herself and finally digging in.
The first bite brought tears to her eyes. Better than she had remembered, and her sein sang within her at the resonance. It might make no difference in terms of power, but the familiar taste did her soul a great deal of good. Tani sat and ate happily, savoring the rest.
Meanwhile, Laeri took a bite. She chewed several times with a smile on her face, then recoiled so swiftly that she dropped her bowl. Tani lunged out to catch it before it could fall while Laeri leaned over and sucked air into her mouth.
"So... so spicy!"
"This was always one of my favorite dishes, but it may be too spicy for you." Tani waited for her to recover and then handed her the dish again. "When Panior returns, ask him to mix in other greens. It will make the dish much cooler."
Laeri balanced a very small amount on her spoon and brought it to her mouth as if she was poisoning herself. After she swallowed, her face flushed and she shook her head. "It's too much for me. If this is all there is to eat, I... I fear I'll starve."
"Don't worry, there are many different Nelee dishes. I'll find something you enjoy, trust me."
Meanwhile, Tani didn't let the incident distract her from her enjoyment of home. Even the smell of the smoke from the fire, never quite leaving the chimney perfectly, felt comfortable and familiar. This wasn't a Coran hut, a Deathspawn military building, or a resistance cavern. Just home.
When she finished, she found herself starving and considered eating Laeri's dish or taking more from the pot. Panior wouldn't mind, even ignoring the fact that she could easily pay for it. Just when the temptation began to overwhelm her, she heard a familiar cough.
Tani looked up and finally saw her. Master Yanumi didn't look a year older than she had before, still with gray and black hair that belied her strangely ageless face. Like many of the masters, it was difficult to pinpoint her exact age, and Tani had long ago given up trying. Defying the usual conventions, her master wore robes of mixed green and brown that blended with the forest around them. She also wore a hood that shadowed her face, but pulled it back as Tani looked up.
"So you didn't die after all. Huh."
"Master!" Tani leapt up to embrace her and her master suffered through it with a sigh.
"Yes, yes, I'm glad you're so happy to see me. I expect an explanation for why your little trip took so long."
"Of course, master!" Tani pulled back and started to drop forward to fully bow with her head to the ground.
Her master had always hated that and tripped anyone who tried so they faceplanted directly into the ground. She said that those who wanted to kiss the earth should do so wholeheartedly. But this time, Tani could see her master's foot lashing out, even if she couldn't stop the blur from sweeping her feet out from under her.
As she fell forward Tani tucked into a roll, managing a rough somersault. Except midway through she saw another forest-colored blur come at her from the other side. This one she could only block by raising her arm in the way. She managed to deflect the kick, but it still sent her tumbling awkwardly onto her back instead of landing on her feet again.
Master stood over her, a wry smile transforming her face. "Well, you have clearly been training. Unless you somehow manage to bow to me anyway, I will be impressed."
"I only wanted to show you what I have learned." Grinning like a fool, Tani clambered to her feet and extended her hand in greeting. When her master accepted that with a palm over hers, Tani gave a deeper bow than would have strictly been necessary. "I must apologize for some things, however. Though I tried to remain true to myself, I have studied other arts to survive. I am sorry if you need to retrain some of my bad habits."
"Always so sincere." Master Yanumi rolled her eyes at her, just like before. "You care more about such purity than most Nelee zealots, girl. I am glad it feels like some other warriors beat some variety into you."
Though Tani had expected a response along those lines, she was still a little surprised to hear it so plainly. "I have changed my sein in some ways that may not be compatible with your teachings. I would like to retrain to be a pure Nelee warrior again."
Master snorted. "If an archer uses a knife to sharpen her arrows, does she become a knife fighter?"
"Oh... is it really that way? The flow of my sein has changed, I had thought that would require significant retraining."
"This is still beyond you, girl, but in time you will learn that you do not need to use every pattern within you. Eventually you will not be able to, in fact. Having experienced different traditions for yourself will be essential even if you insist on following only our arts. You cannot truly know the arts of the Nelee if they are all you have studied, just as you cannot know a house having only seen it from the inside."
It hadn't been among Tani's main concerns, but receiving her master's blessing regarding her training still made relief wash through her. She knew her master was considerably more unorthodox than most, so perhaps not the best judge of the purity of her sein. But she was glad that she had a path forward.
New questions bubbled up in Tani's mind and she wanted to ask all of them. To her surprise, her master turned away from her and said something to Laeri in another language. It must have been Estronese, because Laeri answered in the same melodic tones. Her master flicked a coin at her and said one other thing, then turned back and returned to Nelhae.
"Come, girl. This is not a place to talk."
Though Tani wanted to follow her, she looked back to Laeri. "Will Laeri be alright sitting alone?"
"She can manage. Or someone will force her to calm down if she cannot, I suppose. But I gave her a suggestion that I suspect she will find more palatable."
"I did not know you had traveled in Estronn, master."
"You came back to hear me tell my story, is it?" Her master frowned over her shoulder at her. "I had wanted to hear of your Farwalk and welcome you back to the tribe, but if you prefer your curiosity..."
Before Tani could answer, her master rushed away so quickly Tani caught only a glimpse of her robes snapping behind her. Realizing what was happening, Tani ran after her, barely leaving the house in time to see her master sprinting away between two of the other homes. Grinning, Tani set off in hot pursuit.
She barely kept up, always just on her master's tail... just as things had been before. Considering how much faster she was now, she realized just how much her master had been slowing down for her in the past and wondered how much faster she could go. But more than her speed, Tani was impressed with her master's ability to gauge her opponent and lead her on a difficult chase.
After nearly losing the trail several times, Tani finally caught up some distance away from the tribe. Master Yanumi stood on a large rounded stone in the center of a clearing that allowed light to fall gently over beds of wildflowers. When Tani entered, her master hopped off the stone and sat on the edge instead.
"Come here, girl." As sharp as her master's tongue could be, when they were alone Tani always heard it soften. "Tell me of all that you have seen."
Tani threw herself down beside her master and finally poured out everything she had stored up in her heart. She told of absolutely everything, from her confusion over the mansthein to her horror at the Hero to her anger about Celivia's betrayal. As always, her master listened in silence. With other Nelee, Tani might have been worried about judgment, but she knew her master would not judge, even if matters of the Legend fell outside her experience.
She even told of the assault in the camp and the emotions that followed, her voice breaking as she did so. That was the only time her master responded, gently putting a hand on her shoulder. Being able to speak of it made Tani feel a little better, but she still took the conversation back to the largest concern: the Hero's demand and whether or not she should return.
To her surprise, her master responded with a shrug. "As I see it, whichever decision you make, you have time."
"But... what should I do?"
"I cannot answer that question for you. But one thing you can do, no matter what you choose, is properly return from your Farwalk. Would you like to return to the Nelee?"
"Of course I would!"
"Then welcome home, Tani of the Nelee." Her master gave her a rare sincere smile and in that moment Tani knew that her Farwalk had truly come to an end.
The formal ceremony took place that night, nothing much to speak of and certainly nothing compared to the acknowledgment from her master. A few masters attended and made the oil mark on her face. Though the proof of her journey had been lost when Bundlin collapsed, her master vouched for her passage. So in the end, they poured water over her head until the oil had been washed away, and she rose as a member of the Nelee.
That night, Tani slept better than she had in years.
~ ~ ~
With her Farwalk completed, Tani had earned plenty of time to prepare to be a warrior of the Nelee. Normally she would have needed to join scouting patrols after a month, but her master had suggested that she would provide support for Tani to remain in training. That suited her well, because she felt she had far too much to do.
At that moment, she held five knives, trying to concentrate as much sein as she could within them. Strangely, now that she was back home, she thought less of home, instead letting memories of her friends and journeys far away flow through her. Yet she still smelled mint whenever she closed her eyes, so the form was the same.
Tani opened her eyes and released her knives in rapid succession, alternating between hands to increase the pace. They all hurtled toward a single pole that held multiple targets facing in different directions. Her blades curved in the air to strike each target dead on... or at least that was the goal.
Two thunked into the wood with satisfying perfection. Two embedded themselves, but the curve was flawed. The last she tried to curve entirely back toward herself so that it could strike the target on the opposite side of the pole, and that one completely failed. So far, the only way she could make a knife curve that much was by putting almost no force into it, which would defeat the purpose.
Still, as Tani went to collect her knives, she was content. Aiming for the same targets every time was one thing, but she had been trying a different configuration each time. This had been an entirely new combination, yet she'd landed decent hits with four knives. That was a sign she might be able to use this skill in actual combat.
"Not bad, not bad." Janemi leaned beside one of the nearby trees, spinning a knife in one hand. It was an unusual triangular blade with no hilt, just a section in the center that could be gripped. Though it didn't seem easy to hold or throw, Tani assumed it was crafted for a specific use.
"Hello, Janemi. Have you been watching long?"
"You cannot tell? I thought you would have noticed me, since you have been working on your stealth. Or were you spending more time enhancing your senses?"
Tani shook her head. "Master Yanumi has been teaching me the forms and the nature of both our stealth and sensory arts, but only so that I can practice them myself later. I do not want to put in all the time it would take to master them until I have improved my combat abilities first."
"I understand. Though I have trained in all our traditional disciplines, I have also had to leave some things behind. For example, I admire your ability to separate your sein into so many blades effectively. I have focused on a single knife." Janemi's eyes flashed eagerly. "But I think you will find it effective."
"Clearly you want to show off. Do not let me stop you." Tani stepped away from the target to watch, replacing her knives without looking.
Janemi stepped up to the throwing mark and raised her knife to her face, holding the central bar in one hand and cupping her other around it. She closed her eyes and clenched her hand around the knife, which immediately became immensely heavy to Tani's senses. That was definitely more sein than Tani had ever placed into a knife, yet it flowed in strange patterns she hadn't seen before...
Then Janemi let go and her knife leapt from her hands. Tani tracked it toward the target... until it stopped in midair, hovering like a bird. It darted to a different position and she realized that it was aimed toward a second target. Then a third, still propelled by the sein. Finally the knife shifted to the back target and flashed forward, burying itself in the center.
"Most impressive." Tani knew that her eyes were wide and so didn't even try to hide it. Janemi smiled in satisfaction and raised her hand, sending another surge of sein down her arm. The knife trembled and leapt out of the wood before flying back to her hand.
"That is not something you will see in foreign lands. Though I still have much to learn, to use this skill in combat."
Tani had been thinking the same thing, though it wouldn't have been polite to mention it. While the ability to move the knife in midair was an undeniable advantage, far too much of Janemi's strength was required to achieve the effect. In the end the blade would not bite as deeply, and definitely not penetrate the skin of a Catai. No doubt Veron would have called it more flashy than sensible... though Tani couldn't deny how impressive it was.
"Have you been practicing your melee skills?" Janemi returned her throwing knife to its sheath on her left... and pulled a sickle knife from her right. Tani's eyes narrowed.
"You have been training with the sickle knife as well? Why did you not tell me?"
"Seeing you practice so determinedly, I felt that I needed to brush up on my skills. But now, I would seek to challenge you and see how I have improved."
"Then feel free to test yourself." Tani flashed a confident smile and drew her sickle knife as well.
They sparred, as intensely as they could with both of them holding back, their knives flashing between them. Remarkably, Tani failed to capture Janemi's blade with her hook even once. The other woman was certainly skilled, though the sein she used did not feel particularly intense. Unfortunately, while they were just sparring, Tani couldn't tell if she could increase that as well. If Janemi had developed this much skill while also being able to equal the intensity of Tani's strikes, she would find herself humbled.
After a relatively short sparring session, they ended without a true winner. Too much chance of injuring each other using real weapons, especially with Laeri and the other healers currently working away from the village.
In the end Janemi pulled her blade back and instead extended her hand, palm up. Mocking Tani as her elder, or sincere? Tani accepted it and placed her palm over the other woman's. They both gave each other the slightest of bows, simple respect after a match. Then Janemi sincerely respected her skill, which Tani appreciated.
"If you are going to stay with us, I look forward to sparring with you again." Janemi turned and vanished into the forest with one more confident grin.
Tani sighed and turned back... nearly running into her master. The older woman stood directly behind her, staring at the target as if it was normal for her to appear soundlessly.
"M-Master! I did not know you were here!"
"I did not want you to." Master Yanumi stroked her chin as she looked back to Tani, eyes falling on her sickle knife. "You could use a weapon made from better steel. Your strikes with it are heavy, but against a stronger opponent the metal will fail you."
"Stronger steel? This is still the blade you gave me, which I thought was the best the Nelee could forge."
"It is. But others are better at it."
"Oh. Perhaps it is sentimental, but... I would like to use Nelee steel, if possible. Or steel from another Rhen tribe if absolutely necessary."
Master Yanumi snorted. "This is not the place for ideals of self-sufficiency. A Nelee blade is not yours any more than a foreign blade, not unless you mined the ore and forged the blade yourself. You can speak of sentiment when you wear clothes that you wove yourself from thread you wound yourself."
Tani lowered her head, acknowledging that her master's words were correct. Besides, she already used throwing knives from Jaer and the mansthein man. She had attached more importance to her sickle knife because it had been a gift from her master, but hearing that same master scorn the weapon brought her to her senses. "What would you suggest, master?"
"There is a town called Fandlin not so far from here with a smith from the far north. To get him to create the best weapon he can would cost you, but what else will you do with all the money you brought back?" Master Yanumi turned away from her and gestured toward the town. "There is also a small Estronese community there. Perhaps the girl would be more comfortable with them."
"Is Laeri unhappy here? I had thought she was working with the other healers."
"From what I observe, she is learning much. But she is not the type who can be comfortable unless she is accepted by all around her, and that will never be the case here. She has too many habits from her own culture, and our tribe is not always flexible. So long as she stays here, some part of her will be disappointed."
Considering the matter, Tani slowly nodded. She was used to Laeri being somewhat unhappy in other contexts, so she hadn't reflected that the tribe wasn't a good place for her. But it seemed that her master was right: now that she thought about it, Laeri was uncomfortable with more than the food. Perhaps a community of her own people would be better for her.
"Let me write a letter to make sure Dhozatael uses his good steel." With that, Master turned away and disappeared toward the village.
"I will ask Laeri..." Tani started to speak, but it was already too late, she was talking to herself.
When she set her sickle knife back in its place, she did so respectfully. The blade had served her well this far, but she looked forward to taking a step forward.
~ ~ ~
In the end, the trip came together so quickly that Tani almost wondered if her master wanted to get rid of her. Laeri was eager to go along, though Tani didn't tell her the true purpose of the invitation, so they were soon away. The trip itself went smoothly, so Tani found herself in the smithy of Fandlin in little time. She entered the smoky stone building cautiously, looking for the smith.
Behind a large anvil, she spotted an unusual man. Though his skin was somewhat tan, he had blond hair of a color she'd never seen before, almost red. His arms were knotted with muscle, though the muscles of a smith instead of a warrior. She expected him to look up when she entered, but he did not.
"Excuse me. Are you Dhozatael?"
He grunted. Affirmatively? Tani approached and smiled at him.
"I am Tani of the Nelee. I would like you to make a weapon for me, please. My master has a letter..." She extended the paper toward him, which finally made him look up from his work. It seemed to take him some time to work out the letter, then he grunted.
"You can pay?"
"Of course!" Tani opened her pouch and prepared to haggle.
The old man proved to be a fierce negotiator by virtue of simple staring and grunting when he didn't like a price. It was different than any negotiation Tani had experienced before, and she wasn't sure if she got a good price, but in the end he accepted. She had worried that the sickle knife might be difficult for him, since all the weapons she saw in his store were straight Coran blades, but he just grunted.
"Let me see that." Dhozatael extended his hand toward her, so she reluctantly handed him the sickle knife. Her other hand rested on her knives. He tested the edge against a calloused finger, then grunted. "Good edge. Could be better with better materials."
"Then you'll do it, yes?" Tani smiled at him even though she got nothing in return. "When should I come back for it?"
"Will send for you." With that, he turned away as if she no longer existed. He set her sickle knife down on a table and went back to what he had been doing before.
Tani wasn't entirely sure how to take that, wondering if this was normal for his people or for foreign smiths, or just this man's particular manner. She had known the weapon would take some time to create, but had expected to receive some idea of how long. Now she wasn't sure what to do. Fandlin was a generally pleasant place, but it didn't strike her as particularly interesting.
Just as she stepped out of the smithy, Laeri rushed up to her and grabbed her arm. "Tani! You have to come, you have to!"
"What? Is something wrong?" Tani let herself be pulled along, but the other woman's urgency melted into a huge smile.
"No, not at all! They have a bread shop here, you have to come try it!"
"But you don't like bread. You'll barely even eat it."
"Not what Corans call bread!" Laeri stuck out her tongue at the thought, still pulling Tani down the street. "There's a real bread shop! I asked them about when they would finish baking this morning and it should be coming out of the oven now!"
Since Laeri seemed extremely eager and Tani didn't have any other plans, she let the other woman pull her down the street. They entered a small shop that looked the same as most of the other Coran buildings... except that when they entered, Tani smelled something delightful.
"Sit down!" Laeri eagerly showed her to a table in the corner, then ran up to the shop's worktable. There was another Estronese woman on the other side, with the same shade of blond hair as Laeri, though she wore it in a more practical bob around her head.
The two of them chattered back and forth in Estronese and Tani was surprised at how confident Laeri seemed. Her Coran was perfectly good, but perhaps she still wasn't confident in it? Regardless, after some conversation, the woman stepped into the back room. Tani could just see her opening some sort of large oven, then using a wooden stick to pull out several items to give to Laeri.
Soon Laeri returned to their table bearing a wooden board. Several lumps lay on it, brown instead of Coran white. More importantly, they were clearly the source of the wonderful smell. As much as Tani had become biased against bread, she found herself once more open-minded.
"This is bread." Laeri set down the board on the table triumphantly. It looked at though there were several kinds, but Laeri pushed one toward her. A moment later she winced and shook her finger - clearly they had just come out of the oven. "Try this one first."
Since Laeri was watching her like a cheerful hawk, Tani smiled and reached out. The bread was indeed hot, enough that she flowed defensive sein down her arm to avoid a burn. It resisted having a chunk pinched off, puzzling her at first, but Tani applied more force and realized that this bread had a tougher outer layer. She let the piece cool a bit and then popped it into her mouth.
To her pleasant surprise, the inside was light and fluffy, tasting only partially of grain. The outer layer proved to have a rougher texture and stronger flavor. Tani eagerly took another piece, breathing in the smell of it now that she understood the flavors attached.
"It's wonderful."
"Oh, good." Laeri settled back into her chair with a huge smile on her face. "I didn't want that awful Coran stuff to ruin the good name of bread. This is almost like what you would find in Estronn. You don't have any wheat here, so they have to use something different, but I think it still tastes good." As she spoke, Laeri gingerly picked up another piece of the bread with the fingertips of both hands. Once she managed it, she began nibbling on the end.
"Maybe it's because I just tried it, but I could eat a lot of this." Tani would have preferred it alongside some fruits and vegetables as opposed to the many lumps of it on the board between them, of course. But as she looked more carefully, she noticed that some of them had a different texture and others might have objects in the outer layer. "These are different?"
"Yes, I knew you would want to try more than one kind." Laeri beamed at her, then used her bread to poke at another one. "Try that one!"
The objects in the bread proved to be small bits of fruit, providing it with a sweeter flavor. Tani sighed and began to eat that lump eagerly.
"You like it?"
"Yes, it's lovely. What else do you have?"
"There's also that one." Laeri pulled a face. "I don't like it at all, but maybe you will."
Tani guessed that Laeri meant it would be spicy and wondered what qualified as spicy in Estronese cooking... but to her surprise, the bread was actually rather hot. Flakes and occasional pieces of pepper had been cooked into it. By the time she had a good taste, Tani's mouth was tingling pleasantly.
"There are more kinds, too, they just didn't bake them this morning. In cities you can find some that are so light they seem to melt in your mouth. And there are others that are very sweet, for special occasions. They're covered in... ah, I don't know the word. Like a sweet sauce, but very thick instead of runny."
"Believe me, you have rescued the good name of bread." Tani cast the other woman a smile in hopes of lessening her anxiety. She was grateful, having been introduced to a new food she might have otherwise ignored. "I wonder why they use the same word in Coran, though. I think these are two different foods."
"Because they're both made from grains, maybe? Languages are strange sometimes. In Coran they seem to call everything pointy a 'spear' while in Estronese we have many different words for different types. And our ways of talking about sein sound so much uglier when you try to translate them."
The two of them chatted about languages while finishing the rest of their food. By the end of it Tani needed some water, but fortunately the woman brought them a pitcher of it, all smiles. It seemed that she'd noticed Tani's appreciation of her cooking. As much bread as Laeri had bought, they would soon consume all of it - given all her training, Tani's hunger was bottomless, and healers needed to restore sein as much as warriors.
As they neared the last of the lumps - "loaves" according to Laeri - Tani noticed the other woman growing more serious. She actually set down a piece of bread as if her hunger had faded. For a time she looked away, not entirely comfortable, so Tani waited in silence until she spoke.
"You want to leave me here, don't you?" Laeri stared at her, those large blue eyes filled with pain. Tani opened her mouth to respond, but the other woman kept speaking. "Because there are Estronese people here. I understand. I know you just want to be kind."
"I didn't want to leave you here, Laeri. I wanted to give you the choice if you weren't comfortable among the Nelee." Tani spoke gently, but it didn't work, only making Laeri shake her head.
"That doesn't matter. We're going back, aren't we? The Hero needs our help."
All Tani could do was stare at her. Laeri stared back with such earnestness that she couldn't say anything. After a time, Laeri slumped back into her chair.
"I suppose you're much happier in your home village. I can't blame you for that. But I just admire you so much, I'd hoped that you'd keep fighting with us."
"Admire me?"
"Oh, I do!" Laeri reached out and clasped one of Tani's hands in both of hers. "I wish I could be as strong as you. Not in fighting - well, maybe in fighting if I could - but as a person. Anything my superiors said, I always obeyed. I could never have gone alone on a Farwalk like you did. Not because of the danger, I just can't imagine doing something like that..."
"But you left to go find the Hero."
"That's different." Laeri pulled her hands back and squirmed in her seat. Tani didn't want an argument, she just wanted to go back to their friendly atmosphere from before. But that moment was past, and Laeri had spoken very earnestly, so she should do the same.
"I don't understand how you can be so loyal to the Hero," Tani said. "You do remember what happened to the others, don't you? You were there, you should know, even if you try to forget. Melal is just the next one in line. Why risk your life for him?"
Laeri lowered her head miserably. "There has to be... I don't know, we need something. You've seen how awful life is in so many places. And with the Deathspawn it's getting worse all the time, and their armies are so huge. There has to be an answer. The Legend says that everything can work out. I know it hasn't always been pleasant and I find some parts of it very confusing, but it's real. It's not like any other story in the world, it's really telling the truth!"
"I agree that it's real, but I don't agree that things are getting worse all the time. Life has improved among the Nelee. I don't think Estronn is this chaotic either. Why does there have to be violence between human and mansthein at all?"
"How can there not be?" Laeri stared at her in astonishment. "I know Kolanin seemed very nice and I don't want him to die, and Ulviab was such a dear, but the Legend says that all the Deathspawn will die in the end. This is... I don't know, it's like this is the whole world's story, the most important one! I don't want to let it pass me by, I want to be a part of it."
Instead of dismissing the words, Tani tried to take them seriously and understand the other woman to some degree. There was no doubting Laeri's sincerity, that much was certain. Yet Tani's response was to feel as though a vast gulf stretched between them.
Eventually Tani sighed and reached out to touch the other woman's hand. "I can't promise that we'll fight together, Laeri. But if you like, I can teach you more about running on our way back. That might help you develop sein flow for combat, or at least you won't be left behind."
"You would?" Laeri's other hand came down to trap Tani's. "Oh, thank you! Can we start right away?"
"I suppose we could, since we're here anyway..."
They began discussing sein training, which was more comfortable ground for them. Tani tried not to think about their conversation about the Legend and focused on the smell of the bread.




Chapter 57

-
"Black is nowhere to be found, though I am led to believe he is following your direct orders. I do not understand what the rocks have to do with all this or why ignorant authorities are permitted involvement."
-
They had told Kolanin that the bridges were no longer safe and he hadn't been sure what that meant. Now as he stared from the top of one of the great arches, he understood that they meant many things.
Though the attack of the Zeitai had left two bridges intact, more damage had been done by many later battles. Were he still governing the city, he would have to order heavy repairs to the central bridge and probably abandon the southern one. It must have taken considerable strength to damage the ancient structure so much, yet he knew nothing of what battle had caused it.
Just as he knew little of so much that had passed in Bundlin since his departure. While in Ith Ire he had tried to send messengers for more news, at least until the loss of messengers became too costly. Not to mention how depressing it had been. Whatever had happened, the city was no longer divided between mansthein and human, but between two sides with purposes he did not understand.
The armed crowds near the bridges were another source of danger, as were the traps he had walked around to reach the center of the bridge. Perhaps a greater danger lay in the seinshocked men and women who hunched on the bridge with hollow eyes.
All the reports had underestimated just how many seinshocked people remained in Bundlin. The Zeitai had struck brutally with utterly overwhelming sein, so it was no surprise that many remained trapped on that day. Many mansthein had fallen into shock as well, despite the fact that the Zeitai had been on their side. Most of them were either recovered or dead now, as the decision had been taken from his hands.
By contrast, the seinshocked humans simply wandered the streets. Those who had become completely still had no doubt died, leaving only those with enough will to eat and defend themselves. Considering how many had been warriors in life, they were a significant threat.
Kolanin's ruminations were interrupted by the whistle of an arrow. He raised his hand and caught the shaft out of the air before it could strike his head.
When he turned to look, he saw an armed group on the far side of the bridge. An older Coran man struck a younger one on the head - judging by his empty bow and shaking fingers, it seemed the younger man had accidentally released his arrow. The others were aiming at him as well, though they lowered their bows when he began walking toward them without hesitation.
"I only want to speak with you," Kolanin said. He gave them all a broad smile and was glad to see that a few of them looked less fearful. "If we can speak, then I will move on in peace."
"The boy didn't mean nothing by it." The older man pushed the boy's head down into a bow. "We were just being cautious. Not a lot of Deathspawn in Bundlin anymore - begging your pardon."
"Not so many humans either, from the look of it." When Kolanin reached their group, there was only one man still aiming an arrow at him. Kolanin met the man's eyes, saw intense hatred there, and simply returned the gaze. Eventually the man lowered his bow and stormed away.
"Not much reason for anyone to stay. Can't have real markets anymore. Trade is moving through Arenel or even the new ford down south."
"There haven't been any attempts to restore order?"
The man spat contemptuously onto the ground. "No better than gangs. Say one thing for your kind, you kept order. Let honest folk sell their wares without getting extorted for protection from all sides."
Though Kolanin wanted to ask the man why he remained, he decided against it. The man's story was his own, and Kolanin's purpose here was not to gain understanding of the survivors. Though truthfully, he was unclear on his purpose. He simply needed at least one more day in the city he had governed for so long.
"I've gotta ask... is your kind going to come back? We've seen some armies, but nobody got close."
"It's not likely." Giving him that answer cost very little, so Kolanin saw no reason to lie. The answer lay between them for a time until the man grunted in acknowledgment.
"That's how it is, then. Probably just as well. Listen, you seem nice enough for a Deathspawn, but perhaps you'd better not stay after dark. Lots of folks talking about the Legend these days, wanting to have their part in it. Small group of your kind moving through got torn apart. If you don't want trouble, I'd prefer you leave without any."
"Thank you for your warning." Kolanin handed the arrow back to the boy and saw the others flinch.
"Begging your pardon... maybe you can take care of yourself. Just a suggestion."
"I'm not offended." He did feel old and tired the more he saw, however. Part of him wanted to flee and never return to Bundlin. "But I need to ask you some more questions about that. Have you met anyone claiming to be the Hero from the stories?"
"Well, there was Egeval, but everyone knows he got dropped on the head as a kid. Unless there're a lot of stories about the Hero pissing himself and spouting babble, I doubt it's him."
"And yet people are speaking about the Legend more often?"
The old man nodded slowly. "I reckon folks need to find hope somewhere, when times are like this. Uh, if I can ask a question back, what do you Deathspawn talk about when times get rough? Legend doesn't sound very comforting from your side, if you know what I mean."
"We tell many stories." Kolanin started to smile and adopt his usual habits. Forge a connection between the two of them, show the mansthein to be more than simply monsters. His smile decayed on the way to his lips. There was no more left in him for this. Even though his health should have been perfect, his body felt like it wanted to sit down and stop moving.
"What about the sei-" The younger man had started to speak before a woman shushed him. The comment drew Kolanin's gaze, though, and he saw a bit of guilt in their expressions.
Simply staring at them without speaking was enough to prompt an answer. The old man took off his cap and held it in his hands like it was a defense.
"Guess it could be because the seinshocked warriors mutter about the Legend sometimes, when they talk at all."
"Really?" Kolanin focused on the man fully, the new information letting him escape his other thoughts. He'd gathered plenty of information on seinshocked warriors in the area from the infirmary in efforts to help cure them, and he'd never heard anything of that. Did they take it from the environment, or could the Zeitai's killing of the Hero have left residue?
"It's downright creepy, when one of them wanders past rambling about it. But we don't know why, the boy was just talking."
"Is there anything else unusual about them?"
"Well, I guess sometimes they wander off into the grasslands. I figured they went out to die, but maybe not. I had an uncle who was seinshocked, back fighting the Rhen savages. He was just a quiet old soul, jumped at sudden movements and wouldn't meet your eyes, but otherwise normal. The warriors I see today... it seems a lot worse."
"You're not imagining it." Kolanin considered pushing further, but he could tell they were uncomfortable speaking to him and he was growing tired. "Thank you for answering my questions. I would like to sit on the bridge for a time, then I will leave you in peace."
The group of humans nodded and bowed, retreating enough to give him space. Kolanin walked back to the highest point of the bridge, wearily stepping around the traps instead of simply leaping there. Along the way, he passed a seinshocked man who lay slumped against the side of the bridge. He was mumbling, but none of it sounded like words.
Eventually Kolanin reached the top. He lifted himself slowly onto the heavy stone rail and let his legs dangle over the side. From there, he could see so much of Bundlin. Once he had seen it and envisioned what it could become, now he saw only the fires and ruined buildings and humans scurrying as shadows of what they once were.
Kolanin remained there for a long time.




Chapter 58

-
"Lord Yellow continues to believe that containment is possible and has requested my services in this regard. I will provide them as soon as is feasible."
-
While the sun still struggled to break the horizon, Slaten practiced. Not his usual movements, but several different sweeping cuts. He should have been able to focus his sein just as well, yet he struggled to attain the same flow in the new forms. His power was too rigid. It needed to change, one swing at a time.
He heard soft noises and at first ignored them as a non-threat until he realized that Teren was awake. Slaten stopped swinging and turned back to look at her. She lay curled up in her blanket next to the stones where their fire had been, now rubbing her eyes and looking at him. Cleaning and then sheathing his sword, Slaten walked over to her and bent down.
"Good morning, Teren."
"Why are you training so much?" She blinked sleepy eyes up at him. He wasn't sure whether it was a simple or complex question.
"I need to be prepared."
"It looks different."
There was no good answer to that, because he didn't want to state it to himself. He was training to fight Celivia again. Though he told himself he was just preparing for a more flexible opponent, fixing the weaknesses their fight had revealed, in truth he was preparing for a second battle. One that would likely never occur, which left him with mixed feelings.
Fortunately, Teren didn't seem inclined to push the issue. She got up with several loud yawns and urged him to sit with her. After a quick meal of most of their remaining supplies, they set out for the day.
Though Teren had learned a few sein tricks for endurance on their way west, by midday she had exhausted herself. He let her ride on his back, though that was more difficult than it had once been. As much as their time away had changed him, she had changed even more. Slaten started running, using the extra weight to test his own endurance.
Though the landscape had been changing slowly as they crossed the edge of the Chorhan Expanse, larger shrubs and darker grasses joining the usual gold, as he ran that day the change became more obvious. Seeing green grass looked almost strange now, though the sight of it spreading over the hills ahead of them was nostalgic. Had they reached Oken territory, or not quite yet?
"Ooh!" Teren clapped her hands, providing an effective answer to his question. "We're home, Slaten, we're home!"
"We still have a way to go before we reach Oleph-Amm." He smiled as she embraced him tightly around the neck. "But yes, we're almost home."
It took them another day to arrive, hunger warring with the proximity of their destination. When Slaten spotted the smudge on the horizon ahead of them, he almost didn't believe that it could be real. But yes, he saw the slanting roofs he remembered so well, carved from hardwood into ornate tiles. Though they hadn't faced much rain yet, the rainy seasons here could be extremely heavy as rain traveled inland from the coast.
"I want to walk back!"
Teren hopped off his back, briefly unbalancing him, and began walking at his side. They slowed down and he wasn't sure if they were tired or just stretching out the final moments before they arrived.
"It smells like home." Teren closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. "There wasn't enough wind in Bundlin, and the wind in other places was all hot and dry. But this wind smells like home."
That trait had never stuck out to him, but he realized that she was right, at least to a degree. While the area near their home experienced dry winds or stifling calm too, he did associate the pleasantly moist breeze with it. The wind picked up as they approached, whipping his clothes wildly and sending his hair streaming behind him.
"Ooh, Slaten, do you remember how I used to play in the field just outside? I don't see anyone here today at all."
"The children are probably still taking instruction from their elders." His eyes swept over the field outside, remembering how Teren used to run to embrace him there. It was empty now, just a grassy area kept free from thorns and sharp stones.
"I think I'm too big to play there anymore... Slaten, did you used to play outside there too?"
"A long time ago, Teren."
Teren sped up the closer they came, while Slaten had to resist the urge to slow down. Now that they were close, he saw not just the familiar slanting roofs, but also the wall. The lacquered wooden barrier was nothing compared to the massive wall of Bundlin, yet far more real. Someone who jumped over it might be within the village, but they would never be part of it.
One of the entrances opened nearby, and as they approached, the guards eyed them. They looked surprisingly surly and Slaten found himself keeping his hand near his sword. Yet as Teren rushed forward and began waving her arms over her head, one of them smiled in recognition and the tension broke.
The first guard met him with a proper Oken handclasp that seemed to pull Slaten inward. What followed was a storm of familiar faces and names, greeting him and remembering only the good. He found it difficult to concentrate, his mind far away.
Would they have welcomed him so much if he returned alone? Given how he had left, he rather doubted it. No laws broken, just an increasing unease that had been without a cure. Now that he was back, that old feeling warred with the real relief he felt. Between the two of them, his homecoming failed to register within him.
"Teren!" The emotional call managed to break through the haze and Slaten turned to see a large man running toward them. Teren's uncle, though it took a moment for him to remember the man's name - Releten, he thought it was.
She shrieked and ran toward him, diving toward his legs just as she had as a child. He scooped her up and spun her around, laughing. As they spun, a woman approached as well - Andaren, Teren's aunt. Slaten looked for other family members and saw none approach. Her mother had died in childbirth and her father had fallen during their journey, but the rest... they were simply gone, swallowed by the time they had been absent.
Part of him felt an irrational guilt, a vestige of the duty to the village that had been ingrained in him from birth. Had he remained, perhaps he could have stopped some of those deaths. The village might be at peace now, but there had been mansthein in the past, and there were always accidents. Perhaps if he had become a healer he might have saved some of the missing faces.
Yet Slaten found himself thinking more of other faces that had not yet gone missing. If he had stayed, there was a chance that Tani might have died. Then again, maybe events would have gone so differently that she never would have been in danger. He closed his eyes and tried not to think of it.
"Thank you."
The voice forced him to engage again, clasping the wrist extended to him without thinking about it. He managed to pull himself back when he saw that it was Andaren, approaching with Releten beside her, Teren riding on his shoulders.
"Teren told us how long you protected her. You have no idea how much that means to us."
"I'm glad that I could bring her safely back to you," Slaten said. And it was true. However little he had done in his life, he'd safely returned Teren home. Given how much danger she had endured and how many ways she could have been lost, that was something to be celebrated.
Releten approached and clasped his wrist as well. "You look stronger, boy. Your grandfather will want to see you."
"Grandfather Jahlaten?" He stared foolishly, surprised that his grandfather was still alive. Back when Slaten had lived in the village, Jahlaten had been the oldest man there and one of the most respected elders. His health had been poor then, yet it seemed he clung to life.
They encouraged him to go to his grandfather, and since Teren was eagerly telling stories, he decided to leave the happy crowd. Part of him wanted to linger to hear what she would say, but he forced his feet to move. Away from the crowd and down the westernmost street.
His grandfather's house sat at the end, just as he remembered. The noise of the crowd had drowned it out, but with some distance he could hear the soft tones of the wooden chimes swaying in the wind. His street seemed almost completely abandoned, yet walking down it he felt strangely calm. When he reached the house entrance, he didn't hesitate to step through the curtain.
In the central sitting room, his grandfather sat with his eyes closed. When Slaten entered the old man opened one eye, then both of them, wide. For a time they only stared at each other, then his grandfather released a deep sigh, as if he had been holding it for years.
"Slaten. Welcome home."
"I have been traveling a long time."
"We endure as the stone."
All his strength drained away and he went to sit with his grandfather. Drank the old tea, ate familiar noodles from the neighbors, and finally went to sleep in a room that had long ago been his, hearing the wind rustle through the trees and create music through the chimes.
This room was no longer his, but he was home.
~ ~ ~
It took him longer than expected to readjust to life in the village. For one, the money that he had been hoarding was no longer worth anything. Having Kolanin pay for expenses or the resistance provide food was nothing compared to the assumption of unity here. As much as the common purpose appealed to him, he found himself separated from it.
The training hall looked different than he remembered it. Not smaller, but simpler. Once the nine weapons and seven forms had seemed like more than he could possibly master. That remained true, but he had experienced so much else in his travels that the hall seemed under-equipped. No stone rings for Coran strength training, no targets for Rhen knives, not a hint of training for Estronese arts.
But it would do. Slaten woke every morning and practiced his sein until the other apprentices began to appear. Then he focused more on technique, noticing the ways that his movements had drifted from theirs. Some of the changes were improvements after gaining practical battle experience, others made him realize he had more to learn. He watched those whose skills were more practiced than his and learned what he could.
At noon he would break for food and water, often eating with either his grandfather or Teren. His grandfather tried to teach him of the family's affairs, but didn't press when he showed little interest. Teren had gotten her hair cut back to a child's style and always greeted him with a happy squeal. Now that she had her uncle and aunt to support her, she reveled in being a child again.
After eating, he would practice with the arts Graenin had taught him. He tested his endurance against one of the drums at home, trying to make his sein merely thump against it as many times as he could. Strength he would test in the family courtyard, destroying leaves with each burst. Though he improved a little with each practice session, he would soon exhaust those flows of sein and return to his blade.
If all went well, he could repeat that cycle before he collapsed into bed exhausted, then do two more cycles the next day. Sometimes old acquaintances he dimly knew wanted to speak with him, or the training went poorly, and he couldn't complete two cycles. On those nights he usually slept poorly.
One morning at the hour he anticipated others would begin training, Slaten heard loud laughter. Not the usual apprentices. He stopped his movements and turned to look toward the source, discovering a group of young men swaggering into the hall. Except that he thought of himself as a young man, and many years separated him from these boys just entering manhood.
As they saw him, one of them broke from the others to step up to him. Gangly and awkward, as if from a recent growth spurt that left him almost as tall as Slaten. Not familiar to him except as a vague memory.
"What are you doing here?" The young man asked with a sneer.
Slaten stared at him, wondering how to answer such an obvious question.
"You leave the Oken, throw away the community's gifts, then just amble back in and expect everyone to accept you?"
"I'm sorry, but I'm not sure I remember your name."
That prompted a surge of anger and the young man raised his training sword. Not very quickly. "You disrespectful bastard... my name is Rugen. Even if you really don't remember me, you know my grandfather, don't you?"
The name did sound familiar, and Slaten felt distantly aware that Rugen's grandfather held great authority on the council of elders, while his father was a respected merchant. Then Rugen was someone with connections, in a community where connections were everything.
"Answer me, you piece of shit! This is my father's training hall, you think you can just take over the place when I need to train?"
"I meant no offense." Slaten considered mentioning that Rugen had never needed the hall for many days, then realized that would actually cause offense. He lowered his head and started to step away.
"Hey!" Rugen thrust his training sword out, jabbing Slaten in the stomach. "I'm not done talking to you yet!"
When the sword touched Slaten's stomach, Slaten felt Rugen's sein flowing in it. Perhaps it had been meant to be a threat, but it had the opposite effect. There was no threat there, likely not even if Rugen had held a real sword.
As Rugen began to lecture him, Slaten's mind wandered and he instead focused on circulating his sein. He could have pushed through Rugen's group of cronies or fought them all, if it came to it, yet that would have been like punching children. If he had been Coran, he would have needed to defend his pride. Yet Slaten found that he simply didn't care and focused on his sein until the boy grew tired of mocking him.
"I'm tired of you. Get out of here." Rugen eventually poked him with the training sword, so Slaten turned to leave. As he walked out of the hall, Slaten heard one last invective thrown at him. "This hall is for members of the Oleph-Amm community! Do you even want to be one of us?"
"I'm not sure." He hadn't expected to answer honestly, but it seemed to halt Rugen and shock his companions. Slaten walked away from the young men, thinking about the encounter.
According to the law of the village, he had done the correct thing, deferring to order and maintaining peace. Others would have called his inaction weakness. He couldn't imagine Tani allowing anyone to treat her that way, though she wouldn't have fought them. No doubt Kolanin would have managed to negotiate with them. And Celivia... well, Celivia in her true identity probably would have torn them apart.
Just waiting out the boys' anger didn't bother him, though. He practiced sein instead of swordplay, so it made little real difference. In the future he would simply be more careful about avoiding Rugen and his friends.
The last question stuck with him. As Slaten began to train outside, he found his thoughts wandering to Melal's demand for everyone to return. Except he wasn't thinking of Melal, but a Hero with an agonizingly pure smile on his face.
~ ~ ~
Though his personal training progressed rapidly, Slaten knew that would not be enough. After a full month focusing on his foundation, he went to the central building where the martial elders held court. When he had last been in the village, he had been young and arrogant, unable to see the depth of their ability. Now, he hoped that he could learn what they had to teach.
The martial court was the second largest building in the village, a square of rooms surrounding the courtyard where the elders sat. It had been a beautiful place, he remembered, where they spoke in quiet voices, drank tea, and played Shiil and other games. That sounded more appealing than it once had.
When Slaten approached the outer door, he discovered his way blocked by a tall man, his silver mantle ring declaring him one of the elders' protectors. Though he didn't need to move far to block the way, Slaten could tell from his movements that he was deep into his training. The protectors could likely teach him a great deal.
"I humbly request the guidance of the martial elders." Slaten extended his hand toward the other man's wrist, only to have it refused.
"Only warriors who have obtained the blessing of the elders may train here." An indirect refusal, delivered with all the venom of a curse.
"I thought that all Oken had that blessing. Is there a reason I may not join you?"
"All Oken may carry that blessing, but you must seek the guidance of the council."
Slaten stared at the man, wondering where the scorn in his eyes had originated. Though he was being invited to seek the council, that was tantamount to an utter refusal, since someone on the council must have forbidden him from entering in the first place. No one would ever refuse him directly, but he knew that if he tried to obtain permission, he would be sent on an endless diversion until he gave up.
Was he forbidden simply because he had walked away from the village? Slaten saw Rugen sneering in the courtyard, but he doubted the young man had that much influence even if he was so petty. Did returning Teren mean nothing to the martial elders? Though he should have departed, Slaten instead let his sein flow deeply and bowed.
"I humbly request guidance again. I have walked far along the Path of the Warrior and I require guidance."
"You think you have gone far, but you have stepped off our path." The guardian scowled at him, focusing on the flow of his sein. "I can feel the incorrect practices from here. Divest yourself of it, return to the Oken, and then you may learn from the martial elders."
So that was the reason. Slaten knew that he should humbly bow his head and spend years doing lowly work in the village to gradually build his reputation again. Then once everyone had forgotten that he had left, he would beg for assistance from one of the younger protectors and be invited into the courtyard. Everyone would pretend that there had never been any conflict and that the village was in harmony.
That was the way of things. Slaten sighed and realized that he could no longer follow that way. Instead he bowed to the protector standing in his path.
"Senior protector, I humbly request a training match with you."
"What? I told you I-" Slaten drew his practice sword and stabbed him in the chest hard enough to make him grunt and stumble back.
If they fought normally, Slaten suspected that the protector would be faster than him. But the man was used to facing respectful members of the Oken community, not surprise attacks. Slaten struck him over the head, looked up to face the other protectors charging toward him, and narrowed his eyes.
~ ~ ~
An hour later he lay outside the martial court, beaten and bruised and satisfied.
It had taken them a long time to defeat him, because they hadn't comprehended why he was fighting. The protectors were all stronger than him, but they lacked battlefield experience and hadn't understood that he was fighting only to defend himself. More importantly, they made no effort to hide the flow of their sein - their expertise was a point of pride for them.
According to their words before they left him, this was a lesson in humility. The actual lesson had been in watching advanced Oken techniques. He had seen some interesting sword skills, and though the sein flow he saw remained beyond him for now, he remembered it clearly. There was much he could incorporate into his fighting.
There would be consequences, of course. But the first consequence was that he had learned what he needed for now.
The second consequence was that he couldn't defend himself when Rugen and his gang arrived and began kicking him. Slaten curled up and shielded his face and stomach. He should have expected this - he was the one who lacked experience when it came to petty revenge.
"You're done, do you hear?" When their legs got tired, Rugen crouched down beside him. "Even if the elders forgive you, they won't forget. This will never be your home again."
With that, Rugen spat into his face and walked away, laughing with the others. Slaten waited until they left to wipe off his face.
Mostly he was glad that his defensive techniques had worked well. Even though his sein had been completely exhausted by the fight with the protectors, the strength that had been built into his body hadn't vanished. He was certainly no Catai, but he thought a few of the boys kicking him would have sore feet the next day.
They'd dealt some internal injuries, though. Slaten rolled onto his back and waited for the healers to arrive.
~ ~ ~
He drifted in and out of consciousness as the healers tended to him, trying to ponder their gentle sein when he could. It felt even stranger than Coran healing, despite being from an Oken sein tradition. Perhaps because the disciplines were so fixed and separate here.
Though the healers treated him, they approached him coolly. Slaten wondered if they would have done the same even without the fight. He had spent some early time in the healing house before it was determined that he lacked the aptitude for it, and it had not gone well. They also seemed to struggle with his non-Oken sein flow, which made him miss Laeri's flexibility and Elima's experience. If only he had been there to help her during the attack...
Eventually his reverie was broken when he realized that his grandfather sat beside him. The old man stared down at him with aggrieved eyes and Slaten felt the first stab of guilt since he started the fight.
"I'm sorry, grandfather."
"You say so, but this old man must wonder if you truly are." His grandfather reached down and gently brushed the hair away from his face. "I will not ask your reasons. But I must tell you that I cannot protect you from this, especially since Rugen spoke against you."
"Then what have the elders decided?"
"There can be no decision made against an injured member of our community. Especially since some of the protectors testified that you did not seek to cause injury. But once you are healed..." Grandfather Jahlaten sighed and shook his head. "You will have two choices that would not bring shame upon us. First, you could return to the martial court and beg forgiveness. I am not confident that it would be accepted. Second, you could give up the way of the sword and accept another role in the village. This is what they will request, and what I would advise."
"I understand, grandfather."
"Will you accept their offer?"
Slaten was already calculating how long it would take for them to finish healing him and considering where else he could train in preparation. "I'm sorry, grandfather."
~ ~ ~
In the time it took his body to mend, Slaten had ample opportunity to reconsider his decision. Thinking back on it now, it felt impulsive and foolish, yet he wasn't sure that he would do anything differently. As he was now, he could not live here. His path took him further away, back to Ith Ire.
That didn't mean it would be easy, however. He had enough money to support himself, but his coin would not be accepted in any Oken villages in the region. Perhaps he would need to begin his plans for other training early and engage in them on his journey back into the Chorhan Expanse.
Two rather short healers entered his room, unfamiliar to him. Slaten tensed his body in preparation... until one pulled the hood of her robe back and revealed Teren's smiling face.
"Hello, Slaten!"
"Hello, Teren." He smiled at her, but his eyes wandered to the other small healer. "Who's your friend?"
"Oh, that's Kagegen. He's here to keep watch!" Teren waved at him and the boy giggled before nodding seriously as if just remembering what he was supposed to do. He moved to the door and peered out, making himself look incredibly suspicious.
Slaten reached up to touch Teren's wrist. "I missed you."
"Me too." She bent down to hug him, and fortunately his injuries had healed enough that her squeeze barely hurt. "Father said that it wouldn't be right for me to come see you. I was going to wait until you were done, but then Rugen was saying scary things about you having to go away forever. So Kagegen helped me sneak away and I came to see you."
The concern on her face made him feel another flicker of regret. "I'm sorry, Teren. I can't explain it, but I don't think I'm ready to live here."
"You miss your friends, don't you?" She looked down at him with tears in the corner of those large eyes. "I think I understand. I miss Tani too, but... but I'm happy to be home again. There are more girls my age who don't grab my hair and it's so nice and peaceful here..."
"I came this far so that you could stay." Slaten sat up and smiled at her. "But you're right, I need to go back and meet them. It isn't over. If I didn't go back, I would feel like I broke a promise I never made."
Teren sniffed and nodded. She looked so young at that moment, yet he thought he saw understanding in her eyes. Though she didn't say anything, she remained at his side, fidgeting with her fingers. He decided to ask a question that had been on his mind.
"I was surprised I didn't see you here. After you worked with Elima, I thought you might want to study as a healer."
"Maybe. I'm not really sure." Teren looked down at her hands and tangled her fingers together. "Father says that our family doesn't need another healer. He... he tries to hide it, but he's worried about adult stuff. The other day I listened when he spoke to a Coran trader - he thought I couldn't understand, but I could. It sounds like all the adults are worried. Things are hard everywhere."
Slaten nodded to cover the fact that he had nothing to say. He felt as though Teren was sacrificing something by not pursuing her talent as a healer, but who was he to say such a thing? It was her life, and among the Oken, one's life was never one's own.
Before they could say more, the boy called out a terse warning, and not long after that, wooden shoes could be heard outside. Teren hopped up, smiled at him quickly as she pulled her hood around her face again, and then she and the boy ran out one of the side doors. He lay back and thought about what she had said without coming to any conclusion.
In a handful of days his healing was nearly complete and the healers made him leave. Truthfully, he had been planning to leave on his own if they hadn't forced him. Though he had enjoyed the opportunity to meditate, improve his defensive technique, and circulate his sky sein, he quickly grew restless doing only that. There were too many good ideas he'd learned from the battle for him to sit and meditate.
A good Oken would have gone and bowed to the elders of the martial court, even if he didn't plan to beg for forgiveness. There was simply no other way to restore the damage done to the community. Slaten did not walk toward the martial court.
Slaten wondered if he had truly become as arrogant as the tales said outsiders were. He didn't feel arrogant, but would he know if he actually was? Part of him wanted to go and thank the protectors for what they had taught him, the healers for their work, and the people of the village for supporting him. But they would not accept those thanks and he knew he shouldn't offer them anything except his submission.
And that he lacked.
Since it was early in the morning, Slaten went back to the training hall. He stretched his shoulders and picked up one of the wooden swords, though he didn't raise it. Instead he aimed his free hand toward one of the straw practice dummies and gathered his sein.
The burst shattered the straw in all directions, more focused than it had been before. Even before the straw had struck the ground, Slaten swung the practice sword, cutting the next target in half. He destroyed the entire row of them, mixing swordplay and sky sein. Though his bursts weakened at the end, only blowing a hole through the chest of the last training dummy, he was satisfied with the improvement for now.
His theory tested, he returned to his grandfather's house to retrieve his possessions. When he entered, he heard no sounds and his grandfather was nowhere to be seen. Slaten frowned and stayed alert as he packed, never catching a hint of the old man. Was it possible that he was currently with the elders, bringing shame on himself to beg for mercy? Slaten could only hope not.
At the doorway Slaten stopped. Even if he was leaving Oleph-Amm for now, it wouldn't be right to completely abandon all custom. He walked back through the house to the inner courtyard, knelt down, and gave his respects to the grave where his parents and other ancestors lay. As little as he knew them, he should do at least that much.
"I thought you might simply leave me." The weak voice floated from behind him, making Slaten rise swiftly. His grandfather sat against the back wall of the courtyard, so still and silent that Slaten had entirely missed him when he entered. He moved to kneel in front of the elderly man.
"I wouldn't do that, grandfather."
"But you would leave us." Grandfather Jahlaten looked up at him, voice quavering but eyes still strong and clear. "Slaten, I understand that you have business outside the Oken and I do not condemn you for it. Perhaps it is the way of things for you to go and complete another task, as you did when you returned Teren to us."
"Thank you, grandfather."
The old man reached out and took his hand, wrinkled fingers surprisingly strong. "But if you do leave, I want you to understand that you will never see me again."
Slaten tried to draw back, but his grandfather's fingers gripped him tighter.
"I have lived a long life and I know my time is nearly finished. Perhaps there is something for you to gain in the outside world, but you must understand what it is that you give up." Grandfather Jahlaten stared at him with moist eyes. "Stay, Slaten. Rugen and his father are shortsighted bullies, which is the very reason that someone must stand up to them. I have seen the strength within you, and I know you can outlast them. You could have a good life here, Slaten."
"Grandfather, I..."
"Listen to me! In my youth, I fought as you did. But power is an empty path that leads to death, your own at best and someone else at worst. I chose to lay down my sword and took the harder path, but the richer one. The joy I have experienced building a life and a family here... it cannot compare to anything else in this world."
Slaten considered his words in silence, many of them resonating with thoughts in his past. He respected his grandfather and wanted to take his wisdom seriously. Yet another part of him could not help but ask how his grandfather could know the path he had chosen was best when he had only walked one. All of them could only guess at the paths that lay ahead of them before they chose one and abandoned the others.
"You have already made your choice, haven't you?" His grandfather let out a heavy sigh and squeezed Slaten's hands one more time before he pulled back and sat against the wall. "Don't forget who you are, Slaten."
"I'm sorry, grandfather. Endure as the stone."
"Even the stone does not endure forever."
Slaten could only stare at the unexpected response, but his grandfather did not meet his gaze. Eventually Slaten bowed one final time and left, looking back once to see his grandfather seated peacefully in the courtyard. Then he closed his eyes and strode toward the exit of the village.
Ahead of him, he saw Rugen and two protectors aligned with his family standing in the path, possibly waiting for him. It almost made Slaten reconsider and go back to speak to his grandfather. Perhaps he did have something to offer here, perhaps he could lead the village to something better.
But he thought about that first Hero, his shining blade covered in blood, and knew that his grandfather had been right. He'd already made his choice.
Instead of confronting them, Slaten vaulted over the village wall. Despite what he had done, they hadn't considered that he might break custom so flagrantly, so there were no guards outside to stop him. Slaten began to walk away, not looking back toward his home.
Before he got far, he spotted a dark head peeking up from the grass, looking around. He realized it was Teren and swiftly moved to her, catching her off guard. But when she saw him her face immediately beamed, even though he could see that there had been tears on her cheeks. She wiped her face with one threadbare sleeve and smiled at him.
"Goodbye, Slaten. I hope you can help everyone. Say hello to Tani for me."
"I will." He bent down and hugged her one more time and her small hands clung to him fiercely. Eventually Teren pulled back a little, just enough to look directly into his face.
"Promise me you'll visit me, Slaten. Maybe the others need you, but we need you too. Once the fighting is over, you'll come back, won't you? Please promise me."
"I promise."
They embraced again and pulled apart. Teren stared at him for a tearful moment, then forced a large smile. She ran back toward the village, though when she reached the entrance she stopped and waved to him. He raised a hand in response and then began walking away.
He kept himself looking forward, thinking of all that he had to do. When Slaten finally looked back, he only stared at the dark grass blowing in the wind, the village lost in the distance.




Chapter 59

-
"He has reached one essential conclusion: the majority of oddities regarding the phenomenon's strength can be explained by issues of human soul capacity. A greater capacity is likely less concern in the short term, but only the short term."
-
Every time Veron took a step, she felt it again. A white hot hook, deep inside her heart. It jerked painfully as she moved, sometimes so much that she nearly flinched visibly. Most of the time she could ignore it, one way or another, but now...
Veron realized that it was over in a random, shitty little bar in a nameless village. She and Graenin had been traveling for some time, aimlessly enough that she knew it would happen sooner or later. But somehow she'd expected somewhere other than this dingy room, drinking shitty local beer.
Graenin took one sip from his mug, grimaced, and set it down. "I'm going to head east from here. There's work to do in Estronn."
"Yeah, I figured you'd be doing something like that sooner or later."
"You could come with me." He sat forward, for once looking her straight in the eyes, no smirk in sight.
"And do what? Have everyone call me mudman? Mudwoman? Fuck, I don't care either way."
"You're more than that, and they'd see it. I've received new information about everything that's been happening there - there are rumors that the Deathspawn strategy in the region will change. Some new power is going to take control in Nol Ulscense. I can't confirm that, but I know for a fact that the Deathspawn are negotiating in Estronn instead of invading. There's work for anyone strong there."
"There's work for the strong, maybe. I don't know about anyone." Veron took a drink from the shitty beer to confirm its shittiness. Yup, pretty shitty. "Look, Graenin. The resistance worked out for us, but you know you're more driven about these things than I am."
He sighed and sat back in his seat. "So you wouldn't even try."
"I'd try, but I'd fail. We didn't give a shit about the Coran resistance, but if you go back home, you'd actually care. And I don't think I could, in the end."
"And you care about this?" Graenin gestured to the general shittiness. "What is there for you out here?"
Veron didn't answer. She thought about the new look in Melal's eyes and the way he spoke, about the utter certainty she'd seen in the eyes of the past Heroes. She took another drink.
Graenin sighed. "I don't want to say a bunch of emotional sh-"
"Then don't."
"Don't get yourself killed, Veron. If you stay here, I guarantee you that things will get worse. This Legend... whatever it is, if it's stopped, it won't be by people like us. It's going to keep growing. You have a good chance of staying alive anywhere else, but here? I don't see how anything can be worse than staying here."
After slowly draining the rest of her mug, Veron slammed it down onto the table. She stared at the dripping interior for a while, then looked up at Graenin and spoke softly. "If it does keep growing, what happens when it reaches you? Do you keep running away?"
He had no clever answer to that one. At least he had the decency to sit back and think about it, though he also stroked his goatee like a fucking idiot. She really did hate that thing, much as it tickled pleasantly... ah, fuck, she'd convinced herself into regretting it. Would have been easier if she'd just left in the middle of some night.
"Well, it's your decision," Graenin said. He pushed his still-full mug away and stood. "If I see you again, I hope I don't regret it."
With that, he left the bar without another farewell. Pretty good exit, and she found herself eyeing the swirling trim on his cape as he went. Then she hastily waved at the owner to order another mug of beer.
Three mugs later, Veron realized that they hadn't fucked one last time. Well, obviously there had to be a last time, but she'd had in mind that they'd get it all out of their system before they went their separate ways. She'd have made it damn memorable. Satisfy herself for the coming dry spell, plus make him regret leaving her a bit.
When had the last time been? It had been longer than normal, what with the fleeing from Deathspawn and the worthless little towns with no inn, just spare beds. She thought it was that night four days ago in the back of a different but equally shitty bar. That time had been okay. Veron raised a toast to that experience and drained another glass.
But the beer wasn't doing enough for her. She'd accuse the bartender of watering it down, but that was probably what everyone drank here. That was how villages went, especially when the water wasn't good. Her sein relaxed to help her get drunk more quickly, but that wasn't going to be enough.
Veron pulled out her flask and drank as much as she could until her eyes watered and her throat burned. She reached into her pack and pulled out the last bottle of wine she'd bothered to take with them. It'd just remind her of Graenin, so better to finish it all and get completely drunk.
The alcohol burned down her throat, but not enough to distract her from the hook burning in in her heart. She could practically see the line tracing out into the Chorhan Expanse, leading her back into the mess. When she got drunk enough, she'd stop seeing the line.
No amount of alcohol had ever let her forget about the damn hook. She might be able to think more clearly when drunk, but she could never escape the haze entirely. Veron took another drink and resolved to try harder this time.




Chapter 60

-
"Lord Blue is most interested in these concerns of alleged prophecies. I remain highly skeptical if there is anything to them, but we must investigate what we can."
-
When they returned to Nelee territory, Tani was surprised to be located by scouts almost immediately. The group actually rushed them, fast enough that Laeri let out a dismayed sound and Tani drew her new sickle knife. But they didn't attack, just spreading out cautiously and letting one person approach them. Tani didn't see Janemi or anyone else she knew well, and so focused on the young man who seemed to be the leader.
"Is something wrong?"
"The masters have asked us to increase security." The young man shook his head and eyed the horizon. "There have been reports of several people - possibly Deathspawn - attempting to infiltrate the Nelee. They are too fast to be simple thieves. Be cautious on your way in."
"Thank you for your warning."
"Stay alert once you arrive at the village as well. We do not know what they might want."
With that, the scouts left them and continued on their patrol. Tani was tense for the remaining portion of the journey, half-expecting to see an attacker in every shadow, but the remainder of the trip was calm. They were welcomed, her master approved of the new weapon, and all seemed to go well.
Yet she felt a sense of distance that prevented her from engaging with the others. She had several chances to share a night with someone and didn't take them, without being entirely sure why. Tani did spend time thinking about Narenel, but it wasn't as if she owed him anything. Her desires hadn't disappeared, but they felt crowded out by all the events swarming around her.
Most of the Nelee hadn't changed, but Tani noticed a difference in her master. She was tense and spent more time in the central lodge with the other masters than normal - that is to say, any time at all. When Tani asked her, Master Yanumi would only say that she had a gut feeling about the rumors, but not enough information to act on.
Though uncomfortable with that, all Tani could do was train without exhausting herself, ready for something to happen at any moment. Rumors mounted that Deathspawn had been seen near the village, so she kept her knives close to hand every day.
Unfortunately, it began at night.
Screams woke her from her slumber, knife already in hand. She could hear a few more, faint enough that some of the others sleeping in the same house remained asleep. A few stumbled to their feet, while Tani kicked away her blanket and ran for the door.
Outside, she could see only fleeting movements in the shadows. Tani again wished she had trained her senses more, but there was no time for that. Torches blazed in three locations, one near the central lodge and two near the perimeter. She looked away from their blinding light, trying to see by starlight alone and determine if they were under attack.
Every form she saw appeared Rhen, many of them moving in confusion just as she was. Tani discerned that the center of it seemed to be the lodge, so she headed in that direction. She kept her knives directed downward so that she wouldn't accidentally stab someone, but ready to raise if she wanted to stab anyone.
Just as she neared the lodge, a group of warriors burst out, rushing toward the perimeter as if in pursuit. Tani would have followed them, except she caught a glimpse of the interior. She saw a great deal of blood... and her master.
She rushed inside and found her master limping forward, clutching her stomach. It was difficult to tell the severity of the wound through her robes, but blood soaked the cloth and fell to the floor. Tani's panicked mind wanted to rush up to help, but she managed to force herself to analyze the situation more clearly. Bodies lay throughout the room, mostly mansthein but including two Nelee. Judging from the movement of the other warriors, the mansthein had struck and then fled.
"Idiot children!" Her master muttered under her breath when Tani got close. "No one listens... you have to tell them... before they rush off..."
Master Yanumi cut off, coughing violently and shedding more blood to the floor. Tani caught her around the shoulders and helped her into a sitting position. It was a mark of her master's weakened state that she allowed it. "They have already run off, master. Do not force yourself too much, just tell me what is wrong."
"They will be looking for Deathspawn. The real attacker was Rhen."
Tani's blood went cold and for a moment she forgot about her master's injury. "What?"
"Clever bastard had his allies creep around, let everyone see them and expect a Deathspawn threat. But their attack was a distraction while he struck from behind. Now he can slip away in the shadows." Her master coughed violently and spat blood to the floor. "Would have gotten him too, if he had not poisoned us first. I did not expect forbidden Lanoo poisons..."
"The attacker... was he a particularly tall man? Did he look Telnaa?"
Her master scowled at her. "You cannot judge that in the dark, if at all. But yes, he was tall. Pretty good with that spear, too, for a youth. If not for the poison..."
As she crouched there beside her master, Tani considered the situation and made her choice. It seemed very likely that the attacker was Subenor and that he had been after the Nelee texts, but she judged she had little chance of stopping him or retrieving the texts. In the shadows he would look close enough to Nelee that no one would give him a second glance and soon he would be gone.
What mattered more was her master's life, apparently poisoned on top of the injuries. Tani rose to her feet to get help and at that moment several more people burst into the lodge. Janemi and a few other warriors, led by Master Karikor.
"Just what is going on here?" Master Karikor demanded. "What did the Deathspawn do?"
Master Yanumi rolled her eyes and slumped against the wall pretending to be unconscious. Tani swallowed her panic and turned to face him.
"Master Karikor, the attacker was a Telnaa ally of the Deathspawn. I believe he has stolen our texts and already fled."
"What?" Master Karikor rushed past her into the central chamber, so Tani had to set him aside. Instead she turned to Janemi.
"Please, my master... we need to get the healers!"
"They have already been called. It will be okay." Janemi touched her arm lightly and then moved with the others to light more torches and set up a defensive perimeter.
As she had promised, healers soon appeared, mostly Nelee but including a half-asleep Laeri. When they saw all the bodies they began looking for survivors with concern, so Tani moved to intercept them.
"Please, you must help Master Yanumi. She said that she was poisoned, and she has taken great wounds..."
Thankfully they listened to Tani and came to her master, Laeri first of all. Tani helped the healers ease her master down onto a cot and then pulled back while they surrounded her. She knew little of the sein techniques they used, but the grim expressions on their faces boded ill. One of the older healers shook her head and turned away. Tani stepped into her path.
"It cannot be too late. My master is strong, she can survive this."
"I am sorry, girl." The healer lowered her gaze and tried to move away, but Tani grasped her jacket and held her fast. "We would need to heal too much, too quickly. It is not possible."
"Wait!" Tani rushed to Laeri, who sat beside her master looking nervous. "Laeri, I've seen you heal wounds worse than this. Surely you can do something."
Laeri shifted her hands nervously on her staff and looked away. "The wounds, yes. But I don't know very much about poison, and this is some sort of special Rhen poison, refined through sein... I'm sorry, Tani, but I don't think I can..."
"Then can't you work together?" Tani moved back to grab the older healer and force her to help, but to her surprise the other woman had a strange expression on her face.
"You could flood enough sein to heal the wounds?" she asked Laeri. The Estronese woman looked uncomfortable to have all the healers staring at her, but nodded. "Then we have to try. We'll guide you with the poison, but you will need to lead with the injuries. You there, help with the blood loss. And you, bring bandages."
Tani stepped back as the healers began to work, pacing nervously around the cot and trying not to interfere. She saw that Master Karikor had emerged from the central chamber. He held an empty case in his hands, his eyes equally empty. Though part of her thought she should speak with him, she remained focused on her master.
After a time, Laeri looked up at her. "Tani, I... I can try, but you should know something. Trying to heal this quickly, I can't be careful. It will definitely cause, uh... a sort of flesh knot. It will do no harm now, but in time it will definitely kill her..."
"She'll die now if you do nothing!" Tani grabbed Laeri by the shoulders and barely resisted shaking her. "Please, Laeri, you need to work with everyone else to save her!"
"I... I will. Just give me some time." Laeri turned back to Master Yanumi and Tani pulled away, letting the healers work. A few others joined them after confirming the bodies in the room. It seemed as though everyone else was dead except one warrior, either from the poison or the following attack.
Not familiar with their sein and unable to feel her master's flow, Tani could only pace nearby and smell the burning mint. She couldn't feel any relief until she saw some of the healers begin to let out sighs and pull back. Laeri and the older healer remained working and one of the others began to bind some of her master's wounds with bandages. They looked worse than Tani had thought and would no doubt need more treatment, but they were prioritizing her life now.
Tani stayed close and remained prepared for another attack, but none came. More of the Nelee had woken now, bringing torches and many more warriors. Eventually Tani managed to let some of her tension go as she realized that her master would live and that Subenor wouldn't attack again.
Once she could relax slightly, she had enough presence of mind to be concerned about the others. She saw deep hatred in their eyes as they stared over the mansthein bodies and some began to wail in grief over the Nelee who had fallen. Judging from the whispers, few had been in the lodge that night, and combined with her master's efforts, the casualties were not as high as they might have been. That didn't lessen the gravity of the attack.
Eventually Master Karikor composed himself. When some of the others began to speak of forming a raiding group and striking out against the Deathspawn, he slammed the empty case closed with a clap that drew everyone's attention.
"It is too soon to act. The attack may have come from the Deathspawn, but the true source was another tribe. They knew what poisons we would expect, knew where our texts would be kept. And they stole all of them."
"All the sacred texts?" someone else asked.
Master Karikor slid off the lid to gasps of horror. "We need to act, but rushing out now would only make us more vulnerable. We must accept that we fell for the enemy's trick."
Something surged in Tani's heart and she experienced a moment of surreal certainty. If she spoke up now and told them that Subenor was working with the Deathspawn, they would follow her. She would lead them back to Ith Ire and they would join with the Hero in the assault. Perhaps that was why she was here.
Tani clawed herself away from the thought, restoring her mental exercises desperately. No, she could not. Whatever happened on that path, she was sure that many would die. She would not allow her people to be consumed by the Legend as so many others had. Yet it was true that Subenor had stolen all of their texts, so she did not know how she could stop them.
While she struggled, the room fell into disagreement. All of it faded away when Tani saw that her master was struggling to sit up. She leapt to her side and took hold of her hand. At that moment, her master's hand felt very thin and bony, but it gripped her tightly.
"Master, are you o-"
"Make all these fools shut up about the texts." Her master's voice was weak, yet it held a familiar acid. Tani knew that she was going to be okay and blinked tears from her eyes.
"But Master, Subenor really did steal everything."
"Everything that was in the sacred box, yes." Her master attempted to reach into her cloak and fell back with a wince. "You'll have to do it, girl. Check for the secret pouch in the back..."
While the healers stabilized Master Yanumi, Tani gently pulled her cloak out from under her. It felt too heavy, and she quickly discovered that there was indeed a pouch. It would have been cleverly concealed normally, but currently bulged with its contents. When Tani reached into it, she felt old leather and her eyes widened.
"What is it, girl?" Master Karikor loomed beside her, eyes blazing. It seemed he had been able to listen to their words despite being across the room. Tani hesitantly pulled the thick stack of leather out of the pouch and handed it to him. She saw what he realized a moment later. "These are our texts... then what was stolen?"
"Copies." Master Yanumi lay back with a satisfied smirk. It only seemed to grow when every warrior nearby turned to look at her in horror.
"You stole our texts first? And you made copies?"
"Bad copies. They will not be much use." She coughed blood into one hand, quite pleased with herself. Master Karikor looked like he couldn't decide between shouting at her or embracing her. While he moved away to secure the texts in their case, Master Yanumi looked up to Tani and smiled. "I listened to your story, girl. When we started noticing Deathspawn, something seemed wrong to me. Glad the hunch paid off."
Tani let out a heavy breath and sank down beside her master again. "Then this is... not as we feared. Unless you think he will notice the fakes and return?"
"I doubt it. He fought like he knew a forbidden art or two, but not like he had been mastering everything he stole."
"Then why is he stealing so many?"
"My theory is that he wants to choose among every Rhen art and fashion himself into an unrivaled warrior. As he is now, he is nowhere near the equal of the Four Winds. But if he were able to bring together every Rhen skill..." Her master chuckled darkly. "Well, he won't be doing it with Nelee techniques."
The healers urged her not to speak and her master finally complied, settling back and closing her eyes. Laeri gave Tani a relieved nod, so she let herself be pushed away so they could work. Warriors were still rushing about, though the events had passed.
Tani settled back against a wall and took some time to breathe deeply. The moment where she might have led the Nelee toward battle was over, she knew that much. While they would no doubt hate Deathspawn in the future and send some scouts out in pursuit, she doubted anything would come of it. Subenor would be long gone by now.
Most likely returning to Aryabaus, if he still had mansthein warriors working for him. As Tani stared into the torches burning around her, she realized that she couldn't stay. The Nelee might be where she belonged, but they would not remain untouched by the outside world.
She couldn't leave it unfinished. Her Farwalk had ended, but she still had work to do.
~ ~ ~
Several days later, Tani waited in the central chamber with the texts her master had protected. A final chance to meditate before she stood in front of the masters to make her request and be tested. She wore a ceremonial leather robe, easy to move in but providing little protection. According to tradition she should have given up her weapons, but she had refused.
That would not help her cause, nor would the fact that Master Yanumi was not held in the best regard by many other masters. Some seemed to consider her actions heroic while others blamed her for profaning their traditional texts even though she had saved them. Absolutely no one seemed surprised that Master Yanumi's student would also make an unusual request.
She understood that they would prepare a difficult challenge for her, though she did not know the exact nature. The challenge would be possible, but one that many hoped she would fail. If she did, then she would have a much more difficult choice ahead of her.
Better not to fail.
"Are you done thinking, girl?"
Tani glanced over to find that her master had entered the chamber without her being aware of it. The old woman still looked a little pale, but she had recovered quickly thanks to her life-long practice of sein. Though Tani had much to say to her, she settled for nodding.
"Good. This will be your only chance, so use it well." After speaking, Master Yanumi extended a hand, holding a sickle knife by the blade. Exactly like her own, but carved from a single piece of wood. Tani took it carefully and looked up at her.
"Is this...?"
"Go out and make your request, girl. You will see."
Accepting her master's words, Tani emerged into the central chamber. Normally the lodge was filled with all the detritus of life, but it had been cleared for that day. A large circle lay bare in the center of the floor, all blood from the battle scrubbed away. Only the Nelee masters and a small group of other warriors sat around the circle.
Tani walked to the center of the circle and knelt down facing the masters. "Masters of the Nelee, I come today bearing a request."
"Speak, child of the Nelee." It was Master Karikor who addressed her, staring without giving any hint of what he thought. Tani forced herself to stop looking and focused on speaking clearly.
"I humbly request to be granted complete freedom of travel as a hand of the Nelee, in order to seek out the truth of the conflict between the Deathspawn and our people. For an unspecified period of time and without formally leaving the Nelee." They all knew this, of course, but she still needed to state her position honorably. What she requested was not completely unprecedented and it cost them nothing, but she knew many would not approve.
"You are a child who has barely completed her Farwalk." An old woman on the far end of the line of masters stared at her scornfully. "Why should you be allowed the privilege of movement that is only permitted to full warriors of the Nelee?"
"I would never claim to be a master and I have much to learn." Tani swept her gaze over all the eyes watching her, refusing to look down. "But I believe that I am a warrior and have the right to make this request."
"You are of age and have the right to ask." Master Karikor observed her with his flat gaze, revealing nothing. "The question is if you possess the ability, as we have had little opportunity to observe you due to the length of your Farwalk. To that end, you must prove yourself. Janemi?"
Tani turned in surprise as Janemi entered the chamber alongside her name. The other young woman knelt down at the edge of the circle, a confident smile on her face.
"Consider this your challenge as a warrior. The best of three clean strikes will be declared the victor. Sein may be used in movement and defense, but not to attack the other warrior. We will judge the rightness of your request by the force of your skill. Begin as soon as you are ready."
As she moved into position opposite Janemi, Tani decided that this was both better and worse than she had hoped. They were granting her the chance to actually prove herself a full warrior, not simply permitting her to go. But setting her against another warrior in a challenge to three strikes was more difficult than the average challenge, and they hadn't actually promised that being victorious would make them accept her proposal.
She and Janemi nodded to one another, then raised their sickle knives and began circling. Tani was prepared to circle for position for a long time, but to her surprise Janemi lunged at her almost immediately.
Her instinct to begin with a thrown knife cost her precious time and soon it was all she could do to deflect the thrusts and hooking sweeps of Janemi's sickle. She fell back a step and didn't even have time to fall back again before the wooden edge of Janemi's blade cut against her side. Even though it was a dull wooden weapon without sein, she felt stinging pain.
Janemi smiled and moved back for the second strike. Only a few heartbeats into the challenge and Tani was already one strike away from failure. This time when they circled, Janemi didn't try to strike so quickly. Tani forced aside distracting thoughts and focused on her opponent's movements.
"You are making a mistake," Janemi said. Traditionally she wasn't supposed to speak during the challenge, but it seemed no one would stop her. "I am doing this for your own good. You may have retained your identity during your Farwalk, but how long can you live apart from the Nelee before you lose yourself?"
"It is not your place to decide that." Tani raised her sickle knife and invited Janemi to strike.
She did, with that same speed as before, but this time Tani deflected her blade and struck back. Janemi was overconfident for several strikes before Tani nearly caught her wrist, forcing her back. After that she attacked more warily.
Now that she had adjusted to her opponent's speed, Tani thought she had a chance. Janemi was faster than Slaten and remarkably strong, but couldn't match him when it came to sheer relentless intensity. She also struck more predictably, according to the traditional Nelee movements. Those might be powerful skills, but they lacked the flexibility of habits forged in life or death combat.
When Janemi went for the traditional sweeping blow, Tani moved in underneath it and hooked her opponent's sickle with her own. Janemi pulled back against her, but Tani overwhelmed her with a surge of sein that her opponent couldn't match.
Then all she had to do was reverse her sickle and use the hilt to tap her opponent on the side of the head. Janemi froze in surprise and backed away, looking to the masters for judgment.
Though it had seemed a clean blow to Tani, she was surprised to find the masters conferring with each other in low voices. After a brief argument, Master Karikor shook his head.
"Not a clean strike. After the contest of strength, it would have carried only insufficient sein."
Tani stared at him in shock, choking down rage. Did they really think so little of her? No, she realized a moment later that they were judging her only as a Nelee warrior. What they said would have been true, for the typical warrior of her age. Thanks to Veron, she had spent far more time training her sein to act explosively, but there was no point trying to argue that now. Still one failure from defeat.
Janemi rushed at her again, having realized Tani's strength and planning to fight around it. Tani fought back, aiming to end it quickly. After only a brief exchange, she stopped her sickle knife just before her opponent's stomach.
And Janemi's blade hovered at the side of her neck.
The two of them remained there for a tense moment before they fell back, again looking to the masters. Usually such contests were decided without controversy, often being mere confirmations of basic skill. Many of those watching muttered in dissatisfaction and Tani wondered if she was already losing them. At least there was still argument among the masters, who would actually be making the decision.
After a time, Master Karikor made his pronouncement. "The strike is concluded for neither side. Keeping in mind the previous ruling, if Tani can land a clean strike, this one will be counted toward victory. But another such ambiguous blow will be decided in Janemi's favor and the request will be denied."
An odd ruling, but Tani accepted it. Now success or failure lay entirely on the next strike.
They circled one another, blades at the ready, watching the other. Tani dared to take her eyes away for a moment and saw Master Yanumi leaning back against the wall behind the other masters. Not offering anything except a calm gaze, then her eyes flickered down toward the row of masters.
Tani understood her meaning immediately. It didn't matter if she won, all that mattered was if the judges believed that she could back up her words. As Tani stared into Janemi's eyes, she realized that winning would not be enough. She could not simply throw herself into combat and hope that her skill would prevail.
Janemi lashed out and they exchanged a quick series of blows before both retreated. As they went back to circling, Tani struggled to keep down her anger.
All of this was unfair. The terms of the challenge favored Nelee skills and barely acknowledged the outside abilities Tani had learned, so of course she was at a disadvantage. On top of that, the fact that they used no sein in their attacks meant that Janemi's lower overall reserves didn't matter. This contest was meant to show her skills in real combat, yet by following the rules she could not do that.
When Janemi lunged at her again, sickle knife flashing, Tani realized what she needed to do.
She began gathering sein in her arm, which grew heavier and heavier with the power. As she let it flow, she thought not of home, but of Slaten and Celivia and even Laeri. Everyone saw what she was doing and some began to tense. Janemi narrowed her eyes and shifted to more defensive movements.
Did they truly believe that she would strike to kill? Then again, what else could they conclude? Over Janemi's shoulder, Tani saw some of the masters frowning, ready to disqualify her for attacking her opponent with sein.
Except that she didn't plan to.
Finally she saw her opening as Janemi thrust out at her chest. Tani dodged aside and grabbed the other woman's arm with her free hand. Janemi tried to pull back and Tani held her fast. She saw the fear in the other woman's eyes as Tani raised her sickle and cut downward.
Into her opponent's weapon.
Fueled by all the sein Tani could muster and striking against a completely unsupported blade, Tani cut straight through the wood. Everyone stared as the end of the sickle spun through the air, seemingly slowly, and clattered to the floor.
Tani straightened and held her knife toward Janemi's throat, but it wasn't necessary. They had set up the contest in a way that denied her strength, so she'd forced a way to prove that strength to them. Both of them had fought with identical wooden weapons, yet Tani had cut through her opponent's cleanly. No one could deny the quality of her sein after that.
There was conversation among the masters, but quietly and without argument. When Tani looked up, she saw her master nodding to her with a smile on her face. Tani looked to Janemi and found her friend surprised, but shaking her head appreciatively. It looked like she might say something, but then Master Karikor spoke.
"Given the unusual nature of this challenge, we do not grant you the rank of full warrior. However... you have proven yourself worthy of carrying the name of the Nelee into the world. Your request is granted."
"Thank you, honorable masters." Tani managed to keep her face serene as she bowed before them.
Once her forehead touched the floor, however, she grinned.




Chapter 61

-
"It seems clear that most humans know nothing about the seals, but unfortunately I have discovered some versions of their legend in which they are mentioned. Keeping this information from them will be essential."
-
Melal strode over the field with the wind at his back and the sun lighting his path. Out here, there was nothing that could stop him. There was no doubt in his mind that he would reach his destination and that the others would join him in time. Yet a few other doubts lingered, which was why he arrived so early.
The ruins of Ith Ire no longer called to him, now devoid of purpose or challenge. Yet they would serve as an excellent place to launch his attack against Aryabaus. He had spent many days training in preparation, not focusing too hard on the unnecessary details and simply allowing the power to come to him. When it came time to fight, he would be prepared.
The reason he now strode toward Ith Ire was that he knew that his vision remained incomplete. He had misunderstood some part of the Legend, otherwise that foul Deathspawn Catai could never have defeated him. Aryabaus would be an even greater challenge, so he needed to respond with perfect clarity of purpose.
When he drew close to the remains of the destroyed buildings, Melal spotted movement. Bandits! He drew his sword and prepared to end their evil ways.
Instead of attacking, the figures only stared at him, gave low moans, and looked back down. Not bandits, but seinshocked warriors. Some of them he remembered as if from a past life, others were completely unfamiliar. They lingered in the ruins, some sitting without expression and others wandering.
When several approached him, Melal raised a hand toward them. They stared at him and a measure of peace returned to their faces. Instead of continuing to approach, they returned to their places. Waiting. He could not restore the poor creatures' souls, so he did what little he could for them. The sun beat down hotter overhead and Melal reveled in it.
At the center of Ith Ire, Melal found an empty space. No, not entirely empty. An old man with wild hair lay against a broken wall, so still that he might have been dead if not for the intensity with which his eyes stared into space.
Melal gestured for him to go. The man didn't move.
Frowning, Melal approached him, starting to draw his sword again. If the man intended something foul, Melal would end him. Yet as he drew closer, he felt as though he might recognize him, to at least some degree. Melal bent down next to him.
"You should not be here, old man. I must needs contemplate my destiny."
"Destiny." The man gave a strange snort and shook his head. "Yes. Yes, indeed. Destiny."
"And just what is that supposed to mean? Do you know something of my destiny?"
"Too much. I was not meant to see, yet in these last days all are called. So much..."
Smiling brightly, Melal put a hand on the man's shoulder. "You can see the Legend, can you not? I have felt that I may be searching for one such as you. The Hero's task is not to see the path, only to walk it."
"Walk or not... another or not... drinking or not..." The old man gave a choked laugh that transformed into a sob. He started babbling some woman's name, so Melal took him by the front of his filthy shirt and shook him until he shut up.
"Silence! If you have something to tell me, cease your babbling and speak plainly! If the Legend has brought you to me, then I will give thanks for your wisdom. If you stand in my path, then I will strike you down!"
The man stared at him like a fool for a long time, then a shudder ran through his entire body. His eyes closed and he spoke in a lower voice. "You seek those who see clearly, whereas I see only the shadows of the path. Heh... truth and shadows, history and true history..." Melal threatened to shake him again and the old man gave another shudder. "Your path will take you north, to those who can guide you to the end. But something stands in your way. Only you can know what prevents you from walking the path."
"What nonsense is this? Nothing can stand in the Hero's path!"
"Nothing can, except the path itself. Or perhaps the Hero." The old man gave an unpleasant chuckle.
"What is that supposed to mean? Speak plainly, you old fool! Who are these people I seek in the north? The north of the Chorhan Expanse, or even to the Sotunn Mountains? Tell me!"
Light seemed to have faded from the old man, leaving only a broken old body. When he spoke, his voice was little more than a whisper. "My darling Kuany... was it even you, in the end? Had you walked the path, would anything have been left? Oh, Kuany..."
"Silence!" Melal grabbed the man and shook him harder, determined to stop his inane babble. It continued for some time until it finally ended in a sobbing whimper.
Scowling to himself, Melal moved into the center of the sunny field to think. Now that the man was silent, he had peace and quiet. He focused his full attention on this riddle that would decide his destiny. His path took him north, yet something stood in the way, something only he knew.
As he sat, his gaze wandered upward. The sun flowed across the sky until it hung directly overhead and he stared into it. Clouds gathered, reflecting the sun more and more brightly until they descended upon him...
Then he stood in the white city again. He was home. Melal took a deep breath and looked around him, admiring the buildings of pristine white stone. Had they been this beautiful the last time he saw them, or had he simply learned to appreciate their beauty?
This time he appeared near the very center. Soon he faced the white figure of himself. Himself as he wished he could be, free from fear or doubt. As the Hero should be.
"Where should I go?" he asked. The figure shook its head slowly.
"Here you will find only what you already know, in your heart of hearts, where you feel the Legend within you."
"Then there are no answers here?" Melal sighed and sat down on a white bench that had not been there a moment before. "Sometimes... sometimes I wonder..."
"Do not." The figure stood before him, capturing his eyes with the burning light. "The Hero does not doubt. You must cast all such things from your mind."
"But... I don't understand what I should do next. It's... when I try to fight, I don't know..."
"Look around you. Though you may not be able to see it, you have come much closer. You are no longer the boy of yesterday. You are now a mere half-step from becoming the man that you should be."
As the figure spoke he looked up and realized what it meant. "The buildings are taller than before! And the stones... I can't even see the edges!" No matter which direction he looked, he saw white stone extending away from the city. No trace at all of the terrible void he had tried to ignore when he first visited.
When Melal stood up, the ground felt remarkably firm beneath his feet, as if its strength and stability could seep upward into him. He looked at the figure in light and no longer needed to look slightly upward. Their heights were the same... he had simply straightened his back. Melal saw a crease of light appear on the figure's face, a smile that brought great joy to his heart.
"You understand." The figure extended a hand in one direction and the stones beneath them flowed powerfully to carry them forward. "Your soul has come much closer to perfection, far beyond the souls of most mortals. When you attain true perfection, nothing will be able to stand in your way."
"What must I do?"
"That is an answer you must find for yourself. You already know the first answer to your question: you must take hold of your doubt and destroy it." As the stone stopped moving, the figure raised a hand toward the building beside them.
As soon as he laid eyes on it, Melal understood. Unlike the other buildings in the city, this one was not perfectly white. The gray stone of it spoke of uncertainty and defeat. Just looking at the stones made him think of being defeated by that cursed Deathspawn. Bitterness welled up within him and he realized that he still had a long way to go in order to reach perfection.
"Yes. The Hero cannot fail, yet you have memories of your past self failing. To move forward, you must cast aside that past. If you cannot cast it aside, you must kill it. Consecrate the beginning of your journey with victory."
"I understand. I must defeat Aryabaus before I go north to uncover my destiny."
Yet Melal discovered that he spoke to the empty air. He no longer stood in the city, instead back in the sunny field of Ith Ire. The sun burned straight down as if no time at all had passed. Within him, everything had changed.
Melal took a deep breath and swept his gaze over the field and the ruins, admiring the beauty of them. They were marred slightly by the corpse of the old man, so he looked away from the body. This was the place where he would truly begin his path.
For that, he needed others. Melal sat down to wait.




Chapter 62

-
"It should go without saying that Lord Green has not been helpful."
-
When Slaten approached Ith Ire, he was surprised to see people already there. As far as he knew, it had been abandoned, and he had expected to return first except for perhaps Melal. But as he drew closer, he became less comfortable.
Most of the inhabitants roamed aimlessly between buildings, as if they traveled somewhere and yet never arrived. When they saw him they would smile and nod in an empty sort of way. Some of them reminded him of seinshock victims, and he saw a few huddled against buildings that he was certain suffered from seinshock.
Eventually he approached one of them, a young man missing an arm. Slaten managed a smile and received an empty grin in return. "Hello. Have you seen a Coran man named Melal?"
Only that same smile.
"He might have introduced himself as the Hero."
"Ah, the Hero is here. Or shall be soon. It is only a matter of time before we march forward into the Legend." With that, the young man wandered away, eyes focused on nothing. Slaten frowned and moved away from him as quickly as possible.
Questioning the others proved no more successful. After exploring Ith Ire thoroughly, Slaten found no one he was looking for - no one who seemed to be in their right mind. Even Melal was gone, but several spoke of the Hero's presence, so Slaten was certain that he was near. It was only a matter of time. Most likely, it was also just a matter of time until the others arrived as well.
Since he disliked the memories that Ith Ire brought him, Slaten moved outside town to one of the mounds of boulders. He found himself looking over the broken buildings and the people moving between them, however. Out of curiosity he tracked the movements of one man with a brightly colored hat and observed that he simply wandered in an irregular ring around the ruins.
Slaten turned away, vowing not to focus on them any more. Instead he returned to training, starting with meditation and advancing to swordplay when no one else arrived. He was early, after all. There was no sense in wasting his final chances to prepare, as little good as he could do in the short remaining time.
Over the next three days, no one arrived except more seinshock victims. Most of the new arrivals seemed more like the usual seinshock sufferers, miserable and staring. Yet unlike most, almost all of them carried weapons, or picked them up from the remains of the battle site. Though he disliked watching them, he had no choice but to do so, just in case they turned on him.
When Slaten finally saw someone else running over the grasslands, he almost didn't believe it. He turned back and shielded his eyes with one hand, peering at the figure. It grew larger with surprising speed and he confirmed that it was Tani. She saw him as well and grinned.
He had been training atop the mound of boulders at the time, and before he could begin moving down, Tani reached the mound and sprinted straight up the side. In a few confident bounds she met him with an embracing tackle. Holding her that close was not exactly appropriate, but Slaten didn't care, he was just glad to see that Tani was well.
After squeezing him tightly, Tani pulled back and smiled. "You came. I mean, I didn't really doubt that you would, but I'm still glad to see you."
"I wondered if you would." Slaten realized that might sound wrong and smiled to soften it. "You were able to go home, right? I thought that you might not want to come back, given... well, you understand."
"Yes, I do. But I don't have that option." A shadow passed through Tani's eyes before she shook it off and smiled at him again. "I assume you were able to take Teren home, or at least to safety?"
"All the way home, yes. She has her uncle and aunt to look after her now."
"I'm sure she'll miss you."
"For a while, at least." Once again, he was taking the conversation in a dark direction, so he tried to change focus. Laeri wasn't with Tani, but he doubted Tani would look so happy if something had happened to her. "What about Laeri?"
"Oh, she's coming. I left her behind when I saw you."
Tani turned back to point and Slaten saw a blue and white robe coming toward them. Laeri was actually running, smoothly if not expertly, her robe trailing in the wind. While she approached, Slaten turned back to Ith Ire and told Tani about his observations so far. It was a relief to have her nod in understanding in response to what he couldn't put into words.
When Laeri arrived she was beaming, but the boulders stymied her. Climbing or jumping them as easily as Tani had was no easy trick, after all. But Laeri was still smiling and she looked determined to start clambering her way up the side, so they hastily moved down to meet her.
"Slaten!" She hugged him as well, though more reservedly than Tani had. Laeri immediately pulled back a moment later, looking over him. "Have you hurt yourself training? I should heal you right away, because we want everyone to be in perfect shape if we're going to fight."
"Don't worry, I avoided any training that would cause injuries because I knew everyone would arrive soon. We need you in good shape as well."
Laeri flashed a sunny smile at him and began talking eagerly about her time among the Rhen. Tani joined in and they told him more of their travels. He gave a shorter version of his, simplifying the events in Oleph-Amm so that he wouldn't have to explain the difficult parts. Throughout the conversation, he found himself smiling along with them.
Over the next two days, more people arrived in Ith Ire. Mostly seinshocked victims until one day, out of nowhere, Veron was watching them training from atop the mound with her flask in hand. She finished a swig and nodded down to them.
"Hey, kids. Glad you're alright."
"Veron!" Tani sprinted up the boulders to embrace Veron, but the older woman caught her arm and threw her back down. Tani managed to turn it into a controlled tumble and landed on her feet at the bottom, not bothered.
"Easy there, Tani. I might get the wrong idea, you trying to feel me up like that."
"I see you haven't changed." Tani grinned up at Veron, who took another drink, but it looked like she was smiling behind her flask.
"Nah, why would I? Graenin ditched us, which was the smart thing to do. But I figured if I didn't come back you kids would get yourself killed, so..." She shrugged and then pointed at Slaten. "Looks like you're hitting harder, but you're focusing too much on form again. Use all the sein you've got."
They sparred for a little longer as the sun descended toward the horizon, but they didn't have much time to enjoy Veron's presence. When she came down to begin with that night's meal, the reddish light spreading over the grasslands shifted momentously.
Slaten looked up and saw that while the sky was red, the sun on the horizon burned pure gold. He could just barely make out a form approaching them, but he knew who it was.
As Melal approached, the people wandering the city came to meet him. Their backs straightened, they raised their heads, they lifted dragging weapons and returned them to sheaths. All of them were soon fixed on their hero, dwarfing the small group near Slaten. He had to close his eyes because it all became too bright.
"My friends, you have all gathered just as I asked." Melal spread his arms wide, his smile empty and his eyes bright. "Tonight, we rest. Tomorrow, we march into glory."
~ ~ ~
When Celivia had returned to the Chorhan Expanse, she had expected to be thrown on the front lines and have to endure grueling battles against Coran knights. Instead, she found herself sitting at the fortress with little to do. Aryabaus wanted absolute control of every aspect of the battle and refused to use pieces he felt wouldn't obey him, which included her.
That left her with too much time. She had Reina to make it less boring, at least for now, and there was always more training to be done. But compared to what she wanted to do or the work she might have been doing with Zeitai Teirsan, it was frustrating. She didn't even have permission to hunt for Slaten or Tani.
Aryabaus kept good cooks in his tower, at least. After finishing a satisfying evening meal, Celivia headed down to the ground floor to check again. With so many forces departing into East Corah, there weren't many guards left. She easily evaded them, closing in on the treasure storerooms.
Only to find Subenor already there. The tall Rhen man spotted her instantly and smiled. "What, you have something you want to steal too?"
"Just keeping my eye on the supplies. I don't like how much Aryabaus restricts." That was actually close to the truth, though Subenor looked as though he didn't believe her. He turned his gaze from her, staring through the barred window of the heavy door.
"He knew he'd want to keep trained warriors out. I could break through, but it would make a lot of noise and take too much time. It would be easier to kill the person with the key, now that there are so few guards, but I haven't figured out who it is."
"I've been asking other mansthein. It would be easier just to take it from him, since security is lax now."
"It'd be more fun to kill him." Subenor turned toward her, leaning against the wall beside her and intentionally entering her space. "I think we should be honest: we're just bored. You're stuck in here, and I've raided all my targets. Maybe we should entertain each other, hmm?"
Celivia stared back at him. "You'd proposition a Deathspawn?"
"The corpses of male Deathspawn have about the same parts, so I'd bet you're close enough."
"How romantic."
"I'd like to keep those teeth at a safe distance, but if you're interested... or your little friend, she looks pretty good despite her height."
She answered by uncoiling her tail, poking the blade against his stomach. Though she knew the Rhen man was stronger than her, he couldn't ignore a threat like that. If it actually came to a fight, she would have everyone in the tower on her side, since most of them hated him. But to her surprise, Subenor raised his hands and backed away.
"Just an offer. I'll leave you alone."
"Don't even ask Reina. She'd try to castrate you."
"I'll keep that in mind." He smirked and vanished into the shadows, leaving Celivia alone outside the treasury.
Once he was gone, she pulled her tail back into her robe, pressing its length over the key in her pocket. She'd already found and taken the key from the drunk who was supposed to guard the storeroom. The only question was when best to put it to use.
Sighing, Celivia walked away from the heavy door, just as she had the previous times. Subenor was correct that she was mostly just bored. Maybe it would be more productive to find Kolanin.
He had arrived, spoken briefly to Aryabaus, then gone to his room and not emerged. Celivia had given him his privacy, since she knew he had a great deal to think about. She was considering interrupting him now, however, and not just out of boredom. Though she had avoided him while playing a human in case she slipped up in any detail, they'd spoken a little. Now she desperately wanted to speak to him honestly, to talk about the Hero and the other humans and Zeitai Teirsan.
Celivia headed back up the stairs, wondering if Aryabaus had assigned Kolanin to work on West Corah. It seemed clear that East Corah would fall eventually, unless their armies were forced to retreat, but the real threat was retaliation from the west. They would need to negotiate at least a little, and Aryabaus was smart enough to know that others were better at that.
As she crossed another floor to the next staircase, Celivia glanced out the window just to look at something other than the drab stone of the fortress.
The starlight illuminated an army. Not a full army, certainly not compared to the forces in East Corah now, but comparable to those remaining in the fortress. And though they had many strong warriors among them, Celivia felt certain that she knew who ran among the approaching force. From the great distance she could only make out one, the Hero charging forward at the head of his forces.
So it was happening now. Celivia sighed and advanced up the stairs to prepare.




Chapter 63

-
"There is unquestionably some fundamental aspect of the phenomenon that we have not yet discerned. I continue to investigate regarding these bright companions, but the stories are unclear if they are anything more than controlled humans."
-
Everything had gone way too fucking smoothly so far. Veron kept twitching her wrist to keep her sword ready, waiting for the shit to drop.
No operation ever ran smoothly, not even with the goddamn Hero leading the charge - and she had the experience to back that up. Veron stayed in the center of the group as they ran straight for the gate of the fortress, her eyes flickering to all sides. It was just a matter of when something would go wrong and how bad it would be.
Keep Aryabaus was too fucking tall, a spire thrusting up into the sky. The lower part was a cluster of smaller structures, leaning against the central tower from all different angles. That led to a ton of sloping roofs around the sides - what the hell did they need that many roofs for? Must be a bitch to clean. Veron pushed that aside and looked lower, where the entrance was guarded by a walled courtyard, accessible only via a heavy gate.
The gate was closed, of course. If Melal's plan wasn't completely insane, the idea was that Aryabaus and most of his troops were gone, so of course they'd locked the place. When the warriors in front hit the gate they began to slam their weapons against it, doing shit against the reinforced door. Melal joined them, his blade shimmering as it did its best to slay a piece of wood.
Deciding to take matters into her own hands, Veron moved back a few steps and sprinted for the side of the wall. She couldn't do it in one jump, but she got half-way up and stepped off a protruding brick, vaulting herself to the top of the wall.
When she landed, she spotted several surprised soldiers. Most importantly, a few paces down the wall there was an archer trained enough to follow her movements. He hadn't been able to shoot her in the air, but now his bow was pointed straight at her.
Before Veron could move, a knife took the Deathspawn archer in the side of the head. Veron glanced down and saw Tani watching. She gave the girl a wave with one hand while she hacked through the nearest Deathspawn with the sword in her other.
Taking out the rest of the soldiers was easy, and though she heard some kind of bell clanging in an alarm, Veron didn't see any reinforcements coming immediately. Maybe they'd given up on the gate and reinforced the interior of the tower. That's what she would do, if there were few enough of them. Plus, it was a damn impressive tower, unlike the mostly empty courtyard, which just had a few supplies and some shabby buildings against the outer walls.
Veron grabbed Tani's knife and dropped off the wall on the other side. She landed below in a crouch and swiftly entered the gatehouse. Just one soldier there, staring in horror through a small window at the warriors wildly chopping at the door outside. As Veron separated his head from his shoulders, she wondered if they would have gotten through the gate like that eventually.
It was easier to raise the gate and let them all charge in. As the army of light released a resounding battlecry and charged into the fortress, Veron leaned against the wall of the gatehouse and took a drink from her flask. No shit yet, but it was just a matter of time. She almost wished there would have been a Catai in the gatehouse or something.
Before Melal and his warriors could reach the tower, Deathspawn began rushing out of it. Just soldiers, she thought, but they'd do for the horde Melal had gathered. He refused to retreat and a group of warriors quickly clustered around him, fighting in a circle as the Deathspawn flooded around them. The others tried to follow, creating a chaotic line between them in the center of the courtyard.
Staying back and monitoring the situation was definitely the smart thing to do, to best use her strength in the battle. It had nothing to do with avoiding all those sharp objects. Or laziness.
As expected, the kids didn't rush in so quickly. Tani and Slaten stayed close together and kept a wall at their sides as they entered, taking out any soldiers who left the main fray and approached them. Slaten had his usual dour lethality, while Tani was doing pretty well for herself with just her sickle thing.
While watching them, Veron caught a glimpse of a Deathspawn moving along the outer wall. Sneaking with a shifty expression. Oh, there were more of them. Planning to hit the group from all sides, sort of an improvised sneak attack. Not bad. Maybe the shit she'd been waiting for.
Veron ran out to stop him before he could reach the kids. The Deathspawn realized he'd been spotted and charged for them, though he had the sense to keep his mouth shut. Not that it mattered. She intercepted him before he could reach Tani's back. He only kept up with her for three strikes before her blade went through his chest.
Slaten and Tani turned to look at her, surprised. Veron pushed the corpse off her sword and pointed at it. "More of 'em." She then jerked Tani's knife out of her belt and flipped it back to her.
They caught on and began observing the walls more cautiously. Most of the others didn't. After considering whether to let them die for a while, Veron decided to do something.
She looked around nearby and found a stack of bricks, left over from some construction project. Hefting one of them, Veron chucked it into the roof of one of the buildings opposite her. It shattered many of the shingles and sent them clattering to the ground, raining down on the heads of the gathered fighters.
That prompted them to look up and notice the creeping Deathspawn. They roared out as they charged and the battle was on.
So that hadn't been what would fuck them. Bit of a surprise, but she'd handled it without any real trouble. Veron realized that Laeri was missing and glanced around for the little healer girl.
She was staying back, which was good. She was so far back that a Deathspawn was creeping over her from the outer wall, which wasn't. Shit. Veron lunged toward her just as the Deathspawn leapt from above.
Tackling Laeri out of the way was simple, but hitting the ground wasn't. Since the girl had healed plenty of her wounds before, Veron decided to take it easy on her and rolled so that her shoulder hit the ground first. That got her a bit tangled in the healer's stupidly huge robes and she had to roughly push her aside as the Deathspawn advanced on them, lifting his spiked mace overhead.
Veron's leg cracked out into his shin and she heard something break. He managed to keep his grip on his weapon, but that earned her the time to push to her feet and raise her sword. His huge overhand swing was easy to block and even easier to counterattack, her sword going through his throat and dropping him.
"If you can't stay somewhere safe, stick close to someone who can protect you!" Veron nudged Laeri with her foot and the healer scrambled to her feet.
"I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I will!" She practically latched onto Veron's arm and she had to pull away.
"Not me! Go follow Tani and Slaten."
Since Laeri obviously wasn't going to enter the battle on her own, Veron moved forward and cut her a path through the soldiers. It looked like the other kids didn't need any help yet, since there still weren't many strong warriors in the courtyard. The main group was doing fine, though they faltered as Melal fought his way out of the main lines and toward the main door to the tower.
Was that it? No, not shitty enough, she knew Melal would do that. Saving Laeri had been a bit of a close call, but not really a disaster. No, something else was coming that would blow everything straight to hell.
"Onward!" Melal had fought his way free and now waved his sword over his head as he bellowed to the army. "Let us shatter this place of evil until not one stone remains upon another!"
It looked like a place of rock to Veron, but the cry gave the army new strength. They pushed forward after him and seemed to have the situation under control. That meant if the shit was going to drop, it probably would happen inside.
Jumping up to the roof of one of the structures, Veron avoided the main battle and leapt over it to land beside Melal. He was kicking the door, his boot actually making the heavy double doors shake. The boy had a lot of strength in his legs. Downright troubling amounts of it, just like the Heroes before him. Looked like he was coming into his own and Veron wasn't sure how she felt about that.
"Let me cut through," Veron said. "They might have some kind of trap on the other side, so we need to be prepared to jump back or charge as necessary."
"We'll crush their cowardly trap!" But for all his bluster, Melal did step back.
That gave her enough space to raise her sword over her head, letting her sein focus. For a big reinforced door like this, she actually needed to think about it. Veron thought of fine whiskey until she could taste it, then brought her sword down between the two doors.
The wood resisted and she felt her blade bite into something thicker, but she broke through. If the door had been barred, it wasn't anymore. Of course, anyone waiting on the other side knew they were coming in. No choice but to charge ahead and hope for the best.
Melal could be trusted to do exactly that, of course. He kicked the doors again, this time sending them slamming into the hall. Veron raised her sword, getting ready for the army within.
Except there was just one old Deathspawn. Standing in the center of the hallway, slowly looking up at them wearily.
He freaked the fuck out of her. Without pausing to think, Veron charged, her sword flying for his head. Somehow she missed as he leaned aside and redirected her slash with one hand. Not bad, but she'd fought warriors like him before. She swung to keep him at bay and started to take a step back to properly use her range-
Too late she realized that he was reaching out. She felt him grab her arm and the next second she was tumbling through the air. Though she braced herself to slam into the ground, he hadn't thrown her down, but to the side. When she hit the ground she slid across the smooth marble, through an open doorway and down a long hallway.
Veron groaned and looked up from her position. At the other end of the hall, she could just see the old Deathspawn standing there calmly, waiting for Melal. Now that she wasn't attacking, Veron realized that she could guess his identity, had even seen him in that nameless little village. It was that Deathspawn the kids said was a strong fighter, Kolanin.
Fuck, there it was.
~ ~ ~
Though Tani no longer felt immediately threatened by the press of untrained soldiers, she remained constantly on her guard. She hadn't seen the warrior creeping up on them from the side, and if not for Veron, she could have been seriously injured. Even though she could cut her way into the melee, she didn't want to risk a lucky blow from behind.
Melal didn't have that problem, but she didn't think the same rules would apply to her.
Once Veron advanced on the door, however, Tani realized that they needed to move forward if they were going to do any good. She glanced at Slaten and they nodded to each other. They pulled Laeri along with them and fought their way along the edge of the courtyard to reach the door.
She had been too busy fighting to see what happened, but when Tani entered, she froze. Veron was nowhere to be seen. Melal was the only other person on their side who had entered, the mansthein managing a desperate defense in order to cut him off.
Kolanin stood in the center of the room.
He looked shorter and older than she remembered, dwarfed by the curving staircases that extended to a raised second level from either side of the room. Tani glanced over them, expecting another ambush, but there was no one else. Just Kolanin, alone.
"Prepare to face your death, minion of evil!" Melal raised his sword at Kolanin's chest, but the mansthein man didn't move to stop it, just looked up at him.
"You know me, Melal. What are you doing?"
"Silence! I shall slay you in the name of-"
Kolanin sighed, but remained focused on him. "Have you always hated me? Should I have let you stay with your family? I had thought I was giving you an opportunity by letting you come to Bundlin."
"Sh-shut up!" Though Melal's sword arm remained firm, he lowered his head and clutched it with one hand. Something unnatural in his tone and bearing changed, just slightly.
Tani's body urged her to move, yet her mind didn't know how to act. If Kolanin was going to let Melal kill him, she wanted to save Kolanin. Yet his words seemed to be having an effect, if a small one. She nervously looked behind her and saw that the battle had not yet entered the tower, but it was only a matter of time.
"This is some sort of trick..." Melal's sword began to waver slightly. "What are you scheming?"
"I never wanted this." Kolanin tilted his head back and stared up into the vaulted chamber.
"Enough! You cannot stop the Hero, Deathspawn!" Melal threw his body behind his sword. Tani tried to move, but it was too late - the blade hovering in front of Kolanin's heart would thrust before she arrived.
Kolanin's palms clapped around the blade. Melal grunted and pushed forward again, yet the sword remained firm. Even when he tried to pull his sword away to the sides, he couldn't escape Kolanin's grip. For a moment Melal looked completely baffled, more like the young man she had known before than the Hero.
Then he let out a cry and swung with a fist. Kolanin dodged back from the blow, the movement loosening his grip enough that Melal could pull away his sword. He began to attack wildly, swinging for Kolanin's body in a rage. Though Melal was filled with openings, Kolanin merely gave ground, avoiding his attacks without ever striking back.
Again Tani was left uncertain how to act. Kolanin moved surely and skillfully, but he couldn't dodge forever and it seemed that Melal's rage could not be quenched. Yet if she attacked Melal... even if it worked, the horde of bright-eyed warriors outside might descend on her.
Before Tani could come up with any solution, a silvery flash cracked out from the upper level. Melal staggered backward, clutching his bleeding shoulder, but Tani's gaze went to the source.
Celivia stood on the upper level of the room above the staircases, tugging her bladed whip back to her. This was her true form: inhuman red eyes, monstrous teeth, a tail lurking behind her. Tani couldn't read her gaze, but it didn't matter.
She bit back the words she wanted to cry and instead hurled one of her knives. Celivia knocked it to the floor with her duusha horn knife and for a long moment they stared at each other.
Though Celivia had the decency to look remorseful, her eyes soon went hard. She turned and rushed away, vanishing into the central hallway on the second floor.
Tani sprinted up the stairs after her and scooped up her knife at the top, still at a dead run. She just barely saw Celivia disappear into another hall and rushed after her, using all the speed she possessed. Midway down the hall, she realized that Celivia might be planning an attack from around one of the corners and slowed enough to be prepared.
No such attack occurred and she caught only a glimpse of Celivia heading up another flight of stairs. Fleeing to the top level for a specific reason? In the time Tani slowed, Slaten caught up to her. They didn't say anything, but she saw that his grim expression matched her own.
They rushed after Celivia, pounding up another flight of stone stairs to the next level of the tower. This one was completely unsuitable for an ambush, mostly an open corridor with large windows along the side. After confirming that Celivia wasn't hiding in any of the shadows, Tani advanced, looking for the next flight of stairs up and leaving Slaten behind.
Something crashed into her from the side and she only barely raised her sickle knife in time to deflect the attack. The force of it still smashed her through one of the windows, sending her rolling out onto the stone rooftop with glass crashing down around her.
Tani still hadn't seen who had struck, saw only a dark blur moving behind her. Again, the most she could do was raise her sickle knife in the way and block the blow. This one swept up from below, and even though she blocked it directly, the force of it knocked her into the air.
She realized in a moment of terror that she had been launched off one roof of the tower and was hurtling toward the wall of one of the other buildings leaning against it. Tani dropped the knife in her off-hand and used it to desperately grab the nearest edge.
That left her dangling off the side of one of the roofs, nothing but a long drop to the battle in the courtyard below. She thought there might be a way to pull herself onto the roof, but she had no time to think about that.
All she could do was look down at the roof below her, where she had been struck. Subenor swung his spear back into place and bared his teeth in a smile.
~ ~ ~
Leaving Kolanin behind felt wrong, but Slaten would have felt worse about letting Tani go alone. He helped Laeri get to a secure spot on the second level, then ran after Tani with only one more glance over his shoulder. Kolanin had again caught Melal's blade, though this time blood trickled from his hands.
Slaten hurried after Tani, hoping that he could do the right thing without being sure what that was. Though he wasn't good at judging emotions, he doubted Tani was thinking at her best. If she reached Celivia...
He preferred not to think about that. Tani would fight to kill and he wasn't certain what Celivia would do. If it came to that, he wasn't sure what he would do, or should do. Had he suspected that Celivia had any chance of being in the fortress, he would have discussed the matter with Tani in detail. But since he had said nothing, now the two of them would try to kill each other.
Tani moved ahead of him faster than he could follow, forcing him to strain to catch up. As Slaten reached the next floor, he heard a loud shattering sound.
He rushed up to find an empty hall, the only sign that anyone had been present the fact that one of the windows along the side had been destroyed. The windows opened onto a rooftop, where a tall Rhen man stood. Subenor. When he saw Slaten he gave a sneer and lifted a short spear standing beside him.
Before he threw it, Slaten dodged to the side, which was all that saved him. The spear shattered through the nearest window with explosive force, sending glass shards raining down over the space he had stood. Slaten kept his back to the stone of the wall between the windows, crept to the next, and peered around the side.
A moment later he had to jerk his head back as another throwing spear shattered that window as well. Subenor was keeping him pinned down. Though Slaten thought he could do better against the man than the last time, he knew that he couldn't win in a direct fight. He braced himself and ducked across the open window.
Subenor was gone. Slaten suspected a trick at first and waited, but nothing else came. He vaulted over the glass of the broken window and reached the roof, glancing around wildly and prepared for another spear.
It came, but from far further than he had expected. Subenor had already leapt to another roof a level above him. Slaten had enough time to dodge aside, but he had no way of reaching his opponent. He might be able to jump better than the average man, but he couldn't leap like Tani. While Subenor prepared another spear, Slaten desperately searched for her.
Since he didn't see Tani anywhere and he was an easy target on the roof, Slaten retreated back into the hallway. Trying to follow Subenor from the outside was useless, so he needed another way up.
The inside of the tower twisted more than he expected, but it grew narrower with each level, so there must be a way onto the roof where Subenor presumably fought Tani. Slaten hurried through the empty level, searching for the next staircase that would take him up. Eventually he stumbled upon a broad corridor lined with sconces.
Celivia stood in the center of the hallway, waiting for him.
This was the first time he had gotten a good look at her in her true form and it gave him pause as he noted changes. She held her familiar weapons with hands that ended in dark gray clawed fingernails. Though she was trying to hide it from him, he could see that she had a tail behind her legs with some kind of blade at the end.
But aside from the threats, it was her eyes that struck him: they were unusually round with irises far larger than a human's. Her pupils had constricted to a dark point, leaving a vast ring of pure crimson staring at him. They reminded him of Kolanin's eyes and looked strange in her face, even though they were naturally hers. With such a physical change, he had difficulty interpreting her expression.
"Hello, Slaten. I'm glad you came."
"Wait." He had his sword in defensive position - there was no alternative facing someone as dangerous as Celivia - but Slaten took one hand from it to point upward. "Do you know Subenor? I need to stop him."
"He's no friend of mine. If you agree to surrender to me and help me capture Tani, I'll fight with you. With the three of us, we might have a chance."
"I'm sorry, but I don't think that will work."
In response, Celivia flashed her knife-like smile, even more striking now that all her teeth ended in sharp points. "You could have just agreed and then turned on me later, you know."
"I wouldn't do that." Slaten returned his off-hand to his sword and lowered it slightly. "I want to give you the same offer. You don't have to surrender, just don't work with Aryabaus. We'll keep you away from Melal and the others. We can go somewhere else and talk about this."
"I was afraid this wasn't going to work." Celivia looked at him sadly, but she didn't hesitate to unfurl the coil of metal in her hand into her bladed whip. "Back to the old plan, then."
Then her whip lunged straight for his eyes.




Chapter 64

-
"There has been no progress regarding this crystallization process you insist upon. Again, we could be of more use to you if you would explain yourself fully."
-
Once more the shining blade thrust out for Kolanin's head. He turned it aside with the back of his hand, sending the thrust toward the ground. It delayed Melal for only a moment as the boy roared and swept his sword up again. Kolanin deflected the attack just as easily, but his arms grew heavier each time.
Though Melal had trained since they last met, the boy had only increased his strength, not changed himself. Compared to the previous Hero Kolanin had fought, his movements were clumsy and obvious. Yet the light he carried with him felt far greater, as if by force of will alone he could bend the fight to the result he wanted. Kolanin no longer blocked any attacks directly, unsure if he had the strength to defend directly against the boy's white-hot sein.
Several warriors rushed into the hall and started to surround him, but Melal snarled at them and waved a hand. "Go! I'll handle this one, you exterminate the rest!"
They obeyed, though Kolanin found himself doubting his first thought. Was there anything in them to obey? Though their eyes were bright and their faces filled with inspiration, all the warriors felt hollow to him. A few more filtered in from the battle outside, but they all avoided the space where Melal faced off with Kolanin.
"Melal, please listen to me. I only want to talk to you."
"I'll not talk to your vile kind, Deathspawn! Now we fight!"
He lunged out again, a simple thrust that was easy to sidestep. Yet Melal advanced another step and turned the movement into a slash, forcing Kolanin to dodge back. His eyes were beginning to ache from the blade's shimmering movements.
All around him, he could feel the rage and bloodlust filling the air. It had completely overwhelmed the warriors outside, breaking their usual discipline and sending them against the human soldiers as a savage mob. That same rage flowed through him, yet it drained from Kolanin's body without leaving a trace. He was too tired for such games.
The next time Melal attacked with an excessive overhand swing, Kolanin forced his heavy body to act. Instead of simply deflecting the thrust to the side, he took hold of the blade and stepped in. Melal's eyes widened, but it was too late. Kolanin grasped the base of the sword with his other hand and plucked the weapon from his fingers.
Stepping back neatly, Kolanin flipped the sword in his hands to grasp the hilt. Melal stared at him in fear, so Kolanin tossed the blade aside, leaving it embedded in the wood of the staircase railing.
"I told you that I wouldn't fight you, Melal."
"Stop playing around!" Melal stamped a foot against the ground. "This is a battle to the death!"
"No, it isn't." Kolanin stared back at him, refusing to attack. "I am not going to attack you, Melal, no matter how much you shout at me."
"Shut up! I am the Hero!"
"Whatever your name is, do you know what you're doing here? Why are you fighting?"
"To purge the land of you and your kind! And I'm not as defenseless as you think!" With that cry, Melal threw up a hand. His sein condensed in a way Kolanin hadn't seen before, but he could guess what it would be and he stepped aside.
A burst of pure white sein exploded from Melal. Kolanin had already stepped out of the way, but his eyes widened as it scorched past his face and exploded in the hallway behind him. The technique had been rough, but far more powerful than someone like Melal should have been able to perform. It seemed almost as if he had used the skill on a whim.
"Dammit! Useless fucking mystic skills!" Melal rushed away from him, back toward his sword. Kolanin knew that it would be wiser to stop him, either trip the boy or reach the sword first and take it. He was too tired to do either.
Instead he merely waited, gathering himself and reorganizing his sein flow as Melal grabbed his sword and turned on him. Kolanin thought of Bundlin: the city he had first entered, the one he had imagined, and the one he had left behind. He thought of Ith Ire and the brief dream that they could contain this phenomenon. All his efforts working under Aryabaus flowed through his mind, useless now except to support his last effort.
When Melal struck again, Kolanin deflected his sword easily. Now that he had focused himself on this defense, he could speak at the same time. "Do you remember your father, Melal? He didn't want his boy to become a Hero, he just wanted him to stay alive. To grow up and make something of himself."
"Shut up! I'm the Hero!" Melal attacked even more wildly and Kolanin refused to give ground, turning aside all of his strikes while he continued to speak.
"Perhaps, but not the first. You remember them. I know you do. Why do you try so hard to forget, Hero? Why are you so desperate to follow this Legend? I may not know the man you are today, but I knew you once. The man I knew would have been troubled by this."
Melal let out a scream of pure rage and attacked again, blade sweeping overhead. Kolanin stepped in, catching his wrists before he could bring the blade down, leaving them eye to eye. Though Melal gasped and tried to pull away without releasing his sword, he could only struggle in place.
"I'm not asking you to surrender, Hero. And no matter what you do, I won't fight you. All I want is to talk."
"I..." Melal's eyes dimmed and the strength flowed out of his body. When Kolanin carefully let go of his wrists, he slumped with his sword at his side. "Maybe you're right. It just gets so hard to think..."
Kolanin breathed a sigh of relief. "Thank you. Now, let's sit down an-"
Melal stabbed him in the chest.
The blade went through his heart and white heat flooded his body. A few final wisps of sein flowed through him, then evaporated.
"I have tricks of my own, Deathspawn scum!" Melal shoved the blade further through him so they were face to face. His eyes glowed pure white, the darkening from a moment ago gone. A ruse from the beginning, or a final moment of hope gone? As the pain spread through his body, Kolanin realized that it didn't matter anymore.
Kolanin didn't look down at the blade that had gone through his heart, just stared at the eyes of the boy who held the sword. Despite everything he shouted and how brightly his eyes burned, Melal looked confused. There had been potential there. Set on another path, he might have grown into a different person. Yet now, as Kolanin slid backward off his sword, he saw only rising hatred.
"I'm sorry, Melal. I failed you." If his words escaped his lips at all, they were no more than a whisper.
The world tilted as he slumped to the ground and fell onto his side. He saw Melal stay just briefly, then turn away. As he walked, his steps grew increasingly confident.
He had nothing left. Kolanin rolled onto his back and welcomed the warmth as his blood flowed from him. Though he could have tried to stop the bleeding, it was too late for that. Not only for his body, but for his soul. If he went on from here, there would only be battle after battle.
As the pain began to fade into the numbness, Kolanin felt only weariness. He closed his eyes.
~ ~ ~
For the first several seconds as Tani clung to the edge of the roof, she was certain that she would either fall below or that Subenor would impale her with another throwing spear. But there was no time to fear that, she exerted all of her strength to swing her other hand to the edge and then pull herself up onto the roof.
Miraculously, she made it. Something below must have drawn Subenor's attention for a time, because he was only now lifting another throwing spear toward her. Tani wanted to stay on her hands and knees to catch her breath, but knew that doing so would be fatal. Instead she stumbled into a run across the roof.
At random she stamped her foot down, reversing direction and lunging in the opposite direction. Soon after another spear smashed into the roof, sending tiles shattering in all directions. Tani didn't want to try the same trick again, so she threw herself to the nearest attached roof she could reach. In the air she winced, afraid a spear would take her, but her dive had been unexpected enough. She rolled onto the next roof and ducked behind the stone wall that separated one part of the roof from another.
When she looked up, she saw Subenor leaping toward her. Though the Soaring Feet made her well-suited to this environment of many different roofs, he might be even better suited to it. Tani was reasonably confident in her ability to jump between them, but she would soon exhaust herself and she suspected Subenor would not.
He smashed down onto the roof where she had stood before retreating, his sandals shattering the tiles beneath him. Tani had intended to throw a knife at him in midair while she knew his path for certain, but he was simply too fast.
Besides, as he advanced on her with his spear whistling around him, she realized that he would probably have deflected her knife without difficulty. She only had five throwing knives left, so she needed to use them when they would count.
For now, it was the best she could do to hold one in her left hand as an additional layer of defense while she desperately turned aside the thrusts of his spear with her sickle knife. Though he could no longer overwhelm her immediately, even when she used both knives combined she was hard-pressed just to defend against him. She couldn't risk looking behind her, but she knew that the roof would end soon.
Tani gritted her teeth and forced herself to think. Trying to strike him with her sickle knife was useless, she'd never get inside his spear's range. Throwing knives would be useless if he had enough forewarning to deflect them. Her only hope was a single powerful strike to a lethal area... which would be exactly what he would expect and guard against. Abandoning that idea, Tani put together a different plan to aim for a disabling injury. Maybe she could find a route to victory from there.
Before she reached the end of the roof, Tani gathered her sein in her legs and leapt to the side to land on another roof. As she'd feared, Subenor leapt after her, only a heartbeat behind. But in the air, she drew a second knife in her left hand and concentrated all the sein she needed in both of them.
The instant she landed, while Subenor was still in the air, Tani threw both knives at him, as late as she dared.
He knocked aside the first that streaked for his face easily, the shaft of his spear already spinning around to deflect the next. But at that moment her sein forced it down, sending it curving at his thigh instead of his face. She saw his eyes widen and knew that he hadn't expected her tactic.
Yet his spear changed direction and deflected the second knife as well. Subenor landed hard on the roof and grinned at her.
Though Tani kept her sickle knife raised to defend herself, she found herself despairing. The gap between them was simply too large, and Subenor had no obvious weaknesses she could exploit. There was nothing she could do.
"Good." Subenor spun his spear to his shoulder and his grin widened. "Despair is a good start, but I want to see more. You still think this is going to end well for you, don't you? Well, I'm telling you now, it won't."
She had nothing to say to that. Perhaps if she jumped again she could delay him further, but it didn't seem that she...
A weight of concentrated sein appeared behind Subenor and she glimpsed a moment of pure shock as he began to move. He twisted aside, desperately blocking the sword that had thrust for his back before leaping away. For the first time, his jump was imperfect and he dropped onto his side when he hit the roof.
Behind him, Veron lowered her sword. "Dammit. Speedy bastard."
"Veron! What happened below?"
"Not really the time for it, kid." Veron hefted her sword up to one shoulder and turned to face Subenor, who flipped back to his feet. He seemed more amused than anything and began advancing toward them. Veron waved Tani back. "Let me handle this."
Tani gladly stepped back and took a moment to restore her natural flow within her, but she couldn't bring herself to actually retreat. Not with Subenor rushing across the roof toward them.
He and Veron clashed in a blur of weapons. It took Tani several exchanges to adjust to their raw speed, but it wasn't completely beyond her once she understood their movements. And she didn't like what she saw.
It was impossible to say which of them was faster, which meant that Veron couldn't penetrate Subenor's range. His spear had too long of a reach, especially when he used it fully extended instead of closing in as he did with her. And though Veron struck quickly, Subenor could spin the point or handle ends of his spear too easily to deflect anything she threw his way.
Though he hadn't landed any blows on Veron, Tani didn't think he was really trying, just forcing her to keep up her aggressive movements and wear herself down. And if Subenor was willing to bet on his stamina, Tani didn't want to take that bet.
She raised a knife in front of her face and breathed sein into it as she watched the fight, hoping that Veron was pressing him hard enough that he wouldn't notice. Though she wanted to wait for the perfect moment, she knew that it wouldn't come. When Subenor tried a lunging thrust that Veron barely dodged, she threw her knife.
It shot out as fast as she could hurl it, no curve at all. Subenor barely jerked his staff up in time to deflect it, and Veron stabbed at his side the next second.
Somehow he managed to redirect the handle of his spear to slam down at her. Veron just managed to deflect it with her sword... but she didn't retreat.
A moment later Veron pushed through his defenses and punched Subenor in the face. He tumbled back, sliding down the roof, and Veron rushed after him to land a finishing blow.
Yet as he slid, Subenor stabbed his spear ahead of him, digging between two tiles and using it to launch himself into the air. It looked like a desperate move at first, yet he sailed toward another roof, regained control of his weapon, and landed ready for them on the roof opposite.
"Not bad," Veron said as she glanced back at Tani. "But be careful."
Judging from her voice, she wasn't just being curt, she struggled to speak. Yet she didn't stop to catch her breath, instead leaping across the gap to attack Subenor again. Tani didn't trust herself to jump that large of a gap, so instead she retrieved her knives from where they had fallen. One had slid off the side, but she had tracked two that remained on the roof.
Trusting Veron to hold him off, Tani ran to grab her knives, then climbed to a higher roof to get closer to them. Veron had her back to a wall now, Subenor grinning and thrusting over and over again, not caring that his spear slammed directly into the stone behind her. Fragments of stone fell and his spear showed no sign of wearing down. How could he keep his sein flowing so intensely for this long?
Tani decided speed was more important than strength and threw as fast as she could, three knives in quick succession. Subenor had to leap away from them to evade the attack, which was smart because Veron attacked at the same time. If he had tried to block, she likely would have landed a hit.
Subenor glared up at Tani, then suddenly he was leaping in her direction. She had no warning, no time to even raise her sickle knife. Tani only barely pulled her head away from the spear tip thrusting at her. It left her off balance and she had no idea how she would dodge the next thrust.
At that moment Veron leapt to their level, slashing at Subenor from the side and forcing him to retreat again. Tani noticed that she was moving carefully now, conserving her strength while letting Subenor rush around to defend against both her sword and Tani's knives.
Maybe this could work. Tani hurried to pick up her knives, which had embedded themselves in the roof tiles. She tried not to smile, reminding herself that he would just get better at deflecting her throwing knives each time. Unless she landed a hit, he would outlast her.
As Tani skirted the fight, she prepared the sein in her next knives carefully. Since she had made her second knife curve before, she planned for the first two to curve toward him. Though she doubted they would hit him, it would force him to defend himself and back up. Her third knife would have all the speed she could manage and be thrown directly where she anticipated he would dodge.
Since it looked like Veron was hard-pressed again, Tani threw the first instant she had an opportunity.
It went almost as she hoped, though Subenor contemptuously knocked her first two knives off the side of the roof. But he dodged back as she had expected and had no choice but to block the third knife with the haft of his spear. He grunted in irritation and had to dodge away as Veron lunged for him again.
This time her sword managed to nick his shoulder, drawing a shallow cut - an instant later Subenor took one hand off his spear and backhanded Veron in the face. She flew backward, tumbling over the roof and sliding nearly to the edge before she caught herself.
Fortunately, Subenor looked winded for the first time and took several heartbeats to recover, so Tani hurried to pick up the knife that remained on the roof. It seemed as though he had stopped the bleeding of his shoulder and was catching his breath. Veron still struggled to get up, but he only slowly brought his spear into position to attack.
With another knife retrieved, Tani had three remaining. She would need-
Tani touched the knife and pain shot up her arm. Horrible alien sein flooded into her body, flashes of angry Rhen faces, the smell of blood, lines of impaled bodies, a surge of contempt for the world. She struggled to reject the flood of sensations as the sein rushed through her. It was the most she could do not to lose herself in it, so she was bound in place, her sickle knife useless in her hand.
Subenor turned to her with a terrible grin and she realized that he had planned this. She didn't know how he had done it, but it wouldn't matter. All his slowness from before vanished and he leapt overhead, spear spinning into position to impale her.
Grasping at what little she had, Tani wrapped Jaer's mental technique around herself, insulating her from the flood of sensations. Then she reluctantly drew on the skill Celivia had taught her to resist Efeinas and pushed the knife away. Even that wasn't enough and the spear was just overhead now, so Tani could only reach for her raw defiance of the Hero.
All at once she broke free, standing upright and slashing her sickle knife directly upward.
The spear hit the roof beside her a moment later, sending roof tiles shattering and knocking her to the side. Yet as Tani fell, she saw the line of blood appear on Subenor's chest. His eyes widened and he failed to come after her.
Veron lunged at his back, but he dodged away. Tani was disappointed that it hadn't been a disabling blow.
Yet when Subenor landed again and straightened, she saw the gash across the center of his chest. It was bleeding more than she expected, for how little it seemed to affect him. Subenor winced and raised his hand over the wound. She expected him to use his sein to stop the bleeding, yet instead he did something she didn't understand.
As his sein twisted violently, Subenor wiped his hand through the bloody injury, then he smeared the blood all over the tip of his spear. When it was coated he raised the bloody weapon toward them without any unnecessary movements. He was no longer smiling.




Chapter 65

-
"Of one thing we can be certain: our armies will not stop until they have claimed the world, and the humans will not stop until all of us are dead."
-
The bladed whip twisted like an animal and sliced at him again. Slaten managed to knock it aside, hard enough that he didn't think Celivia could raise it again. That put him inside her range, with just enough time to thrust toward her.
Unfortunately, Celivia didn't become weak at close range. She pushed down his thrust with one horn of her knife and then whipped her hand straight back up, nearly cutting his face with the other horn. Slaten had no choice but to pull away as he struggled to bring his sword back into position. He lingered with her whip at his back until it started to move toward him, then sidestepped away and retreated.
His plan had been to force her to use her whip skills until she exhausted herself, but he was beginning to wonder if that would work. Celivia felt much stronger than before, which made sense if her sein had been poisoned for her disguise. If not for the fact that he was so familiar with her fighting style, holding his own would have been impossible.
Between their sparring and their real fighting at the resistance, he could keep up. But he was running out of ideas for how to tip the balance, while Celivia had more options. While he considered, Celivia started walking to the side, lashing her whip in front of her. No smiles now.
Unfortunately, the more they fought, the less he wanted to kill her. He needed to strike to kill every single time, because dulling his edge would cause him to lose as it had the last time. There seemed to be no solution on either side.
Slaten pretended to reposition his hands on his sword, then while his hand was off, released a bolt of pure sein. It struck Celivia in the chest... and she only dropped back a step.
Her whip lashed out and scraped the wall behind where he had been standing, removing any hope that he had taken her off guard. Though he might have surprised her a little with the movement, she'd chosen to take the strike and counterattack. His skill with sky sein might have improved, but Celivia's defenses had improved at least as much.
Since she wouldn't expect him to use the same tactic twice in a row, Slaten lunged in with his sword, and then swung with only one hand so that he could release another bolt.
Not at her body, this time, but at the hand holding her whip.
The handle flew out of her hand as her fingers flinched. Slaten pulled back the feint with one hand, put both hands back on his blade as he closed the distance, and slashed downward.
She managed to block his slash with her knife, which he'd expected. But a second later, her tail whipped out from her cloak, lashing at his hands. Even though he'd known it was coming and warned himself, his instincts simply weren't prepared for his opponent to have another limb that could move like that. By pulling back he managed to avoid a cut to his hands, but she knocked his sword from out of his grasp.
Celivia lunged in, her knife heading for his throat... and Slaten released another bolt directly upward in front of his face, knocking her knife out of her grip. She fell back, wringing her hand. He had a moment's chance to reach for his sword - and risk getting stabbed by her tail - or he could try to hit her while she was off-guard.
Slaten kicked at her leg and immediately regretted his decision.
Without retrieving her weapons, Celivia attacked with a brutal assault of her hands and tail. She stabbed out with her hands flattened each time, and though he pushed aside her first attack, her other hand thrust the next instant, her nails cutting through his shirt and the flesh of his arm. Not a deep cut, but she was already attacking again.
As much as the cuts hurt, they weren't deep enough to disable him. Slaten abandoned the idea of trying to compete with her in hand to hand - and tail - combat, just fell back and tried to defend himself as best he could. Celivia didn't relent in her assault in the slightest, scoring more and more hits while he fell back.
At least until his foot reached his sword.
He kicked the blade up while he struck at her. His fist had no chance of reaching her and he took another cut near his elbow, but then he managed to reach out and grab her forearm before she could pull it back. That threw her off long enough for his sword to reach his hand.
Slaten stabbed as best he could with one hand and felt the point sink into her shoulder, though not as deep as he'd wanted. Celivia winced... and then grabbed his sword with her other hand.
Panicking, Slaten pulled back, barely managing to get his sword out of her grip and avoiding another stab from her tail. When he tried to take another step back, one of the slashes from her tail sent a spike of pain up his leg and he fell backward.
Fortunately, Celivia also dropped back into a seated position, holding her wounded shoulder. It didn't seem as disabled as he'd hoped, but at least she needed to be careful with it. For a while they both remained there, catching their breath and nursing their wounds.
Eventually Celivia gave him a brief smile. "You're tough. My claws could tear open most fighters."
"I stabbed you in the shoulder. Did it even take out your arm?"
"Sorry." Celivia rotated her arm in a circle, and though she winced and more blood became visible under her cloak, she obviously had full range of motion. "Mansthein aren't built like humans. Especially not as I am now."
"So I see." Slaten managed to pull himself to his feet, though his arms trembled slightly. He could suppress the pain for now, but he'd lost blood and the cuts would take their toll.
His only current advantage was that Celivia didn't have her weapons, but since she had natural weapons it wasn't much of an advantage. He wished that he had trained in skills that would have let him stop the bleeding of his wounds, but that would have been too much at once. Now that he'd at least injured her some, his only hope was to draw her into a short fight where he could spend everything he had left to take her down.
Celivia moved first, lunging toward him in an aggressive assault designed just to press him back. He saw through it and tried to thrust at her openings. That managed to force her to dodge, so he pushed her back, staying out of the range of her tail and knocking it back every time she lashed out again.
Too late he realized that she was intentionally drawing him forward. She saw his eyes flicker backward to where her weapons lay and attacked even faster than before.
Her feint dropped and she leapt to the side, where she walked two steps along the wall before leaping behind him into a handspring. One that put her hands just beside the handle of her bladed whip. Slaten tried to strike at her while she was in the awkward position, but he was too late: Celivia pushed off the ground with both arms and shot up toward the ceiling with her whip trailing behind her.
Slaten looked up and froze.
Far from just evading him, Celivia had pushed herself all the way to the ceiling. Without apparent difficulty, she reoriented herself to look down toward him, crouching against the ceiling to absorb her momentum. As she did so, she pulled her whip with her, coiling in the air around her like a living thing. For a moment, all he could do was stare upward at her burning eyes and sharp grin on the other side of the coiling whip blades.
Then she pushed off the ceiling and fell upon him with terrifying speed.
Yet somehow, he matched it.
It ran against his instincts, but Slaten found himself slashing upward, throwing more sein into the blow than he had ever intended. Though it felt like something new and burned as it pulsed through his body, it struck true.
His sword hit her whip hard enough to send it flying aside and take her completely off guard. Celivia crashed down into him in what should have been a lethal blow, but instead fell apart in her moment of surprise. He fell onto his back and she landed on top of him.
A moment later her hand stabbed down at his face and he barely jerked his head out of the way in time. Celivia stabbed again, this time at his chest, but he managed to bring his sword up, her fingernails scraping along the edge. Despite the awkward angle, he was able to swing at her enough to make her roll away from him. She went to pick up her weapons while he staggered to his feet, wondering what had happened.
On some instinctual level, he had known that the upward slash had been his only option. No matter where he'd tried to dodge, she could have reoriented herself to jump down at him. A thrust upward would have been the most obvious choice, yet he felt certain that her whip would have knocked his blade aside. He didn't think his attack had any martial genius behind it, he was simply so used to fighting against her that the right skill had emerged naturally.
Before he could think about it too much, Slaten rushed at her. His body threatened to give out with each movement, so he poured as much of his sein into the assault as he possibly could. Celivia fought back just as viciously, an exchange of blows that left both of them with new cuts.
When his vision stopped blurring, Slaten had succeeded in knocking Celivia down against the wall. He was still standing... but he couldn't move.
Slaten smiled bitterly. His strategy to exhaust her pool of available sein had worked and he'd overcome her defenses, but he'd spent himself in the process. Even if his life had depended on it, he didn't have the strength to attack her anymore. Just remaining on his feet took all his willpower. Though he might recover a little sein, it was obvious that she would recover faster and their position would quickly reverse. Celivia responded with an odd little smile, understanding the situation as well.
An anguished scream sounded through the hall. Slaten turned just in time to see a small mansthein sprinting for him, a cleaver flying for his head.
~ ~ ~
What was happening? It had all seemed so clear when everyone had been charging together. Laeri had been so happy to march with them after the Hero.
Then, somehow, it had all fallen apart into this chaos. Why was she even here? Why couldn't she have stayed back and just healed them after the battle was over? Laeri tried not to cry, but trapped in her hiding space in the corner of one room, there was nothing else she could do as she listened to the sounds of battle and death from the floor below.
When a shadow fell into her room, Laeri jumped and nearly screamed. What was that? But it was only Melal, bleeding and triumphant. He extended a hand toward her to help her up and the world tilted aright, everything sliding back to as it should be. How could she have forgotten?
"Thank you, Hero." Laeri took his hand and eagerly got to her feet with his help. Melal shook his head.
"I just happened to see you. Now, let's go. We need to get to the highest level and defeat Aryabaus."
"Oh! Did you see Aryabaus go to the top level?"
"Well..." Melal paused for a moment, staring at her. "That must be where he's hiding! Let's go!"
As they walked, Laeri followed him and did her best to heal his injuries despite their swift pace. How had he been cut in so many places? When he fought, he always seemed utterly invincible to her. Some terrible Deathspawn must have played some sort of trick on him to land such blows, but she did her best to make them heal in the short time they had.
"This way!" Melal pointed his sword down a hallway seemingly at random, but of course Laeri followed him. He certainly did act like he knew where he was going, taking them up staircase after staircase. These were much smaller and wound in spirals, unlike the large staircases from the main chamber. Did that mean they were getting close to the top?
These staircases must have been a path for servants. Had Melal come up with that idea in order to avoid the fighting and defeat Aryabaus directly? How clever! Laeri followed him happily, glad that she could do a little to help him on the way to their victory.
Then, once he defeated Aryabaus... well, the others would be alright, wouldn't they? Laeri frowned a little as she thought about it, wondering if it would be okay. The soldiers who had fallen in the courtyard wouldn't make it, even if she could start healing them now.
But as they came out onto a floor with ornate furnishings, Melal turned back to smile at her and hope filled her heart again. Of course the Hero could take them through this battle safely! When she looked past him through an open window, Laeri was shocked to see how far below the ground was. Had they come so high already? She had been too absorbed in healing his injuries.
"We're almost there. Stick close to me."
She nodded eagerly and followed him. The top floor of the tower wasn't large and they soon came out in a hallway even more ornate than before. It led up to a huge set of double doors... but there were Deathspawn standing in the way. They'd had guards in reserve? Laeri felt a surge of despair until Melal marched forward.
"You cannot stand in my way, Deathspawn! I will end the life of Aryabaus today!"
The Deathspawn responded with feral snarls and surged toward him, drawing their crude weapons. Yet Melal moved forward, his sword shimmering around him in dazzling arcs. A small part of Laeri saw the injuries inflicted upon their bodies and analyzed fatal or permanently disabling wounds. Yet it was overwhelmed by the beauty of his movements.
Like a wonderful, glorious dance...
That dance left the Deathspawn dead and dying on the thick carpet. Melal turned back to her, untouched, and smiled again, so of course Laeri ran to him. But he stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.
"Laeri, I am going to fight the worst of these Deathspawn now, and I need to fight him alone. If you try to help, you'll just get in the way."
"I... I understand, Hero."
"But I need you to help me in another way. You have to hold this door." Melal pointed toward the double doors and then stomped one foot on the ground. "More Deathspawn might come, but you have to stop them right here. There's no one else, so I need to trust you with this. Can I trust you, Laeri?"
"Of course!" It was everything she had hoped, her life finally taking part in the grand stories she'd always dreamed of. She hastened to stand to the side of the doors and waited, though she couldn't resist looking through as Melal shoved the doors open with a loud creak.
"Aryabaus!"
His call rang in the chamber, the majority of it an empty space that formed the top spike of the tower. It contained only a little furniture, most notably a large throne. Aryabaus sat in it, eyes burning murderously. When he saw Melal, he scowled and got to his feet. "So I finally get to see you for myself. You don't look like much."
"Prepare to die, Deathspawn!"
Melal charged, his sword shimmering around him. By contrast, Aryabaus barely seemed to move, slowly reaching for the hilt of his sword behind his back.
Yet somehow a moment later he swung his sword overhead. Though he only brought it down to waist level, forcing Melal to dodge back, air slammed down beneath his sword with such strength that dust flew in all directions.
Laeri's eyes opened wide as she realized that something was wrong. Aryabaus was no mere mudman, he had command of a wide range of sein. Though his sword was overly long, it was thin, designed for careful strikes. Why wouldn't the leader of the Deathspawn be a savage brute? It didn't make sense for him to use that elegant weapon, or for his sein to flow in such complex patterns.
"Hero, be carefu-"
"Silence!" Melal waved a hand at her without looking, focused fully on Aryabaus.
Yet that wasn't enough to stop the Deathspawn, who took a step forward and swung his blade horizontally. Though Melal raised his sword and easily blocked it, the force of the swing made him grunt and take a step backward.
Fast as a snake, Aryabaus lashed out again, his sword cutting the side of Melal's leg. He gave a cry and nearly dropped, barely managing to stay on his feet.
Another blow was already coming. Melal managed to get his sword into position, yet the force of the blow sent him flying backward - directly toward her!
Laeri let out a cry and fell back. Melal's body slammed into the partially opened doors a second later, slamming them closed in her face. For a time, all she could do was sit there, clutching her staff and staring at the closed door.
From the other side, she could hear cries of battle and grunts of pain. Laeri started to raise her hand toward the door, wanting to help, but she remembered what he'd said. Would the Hero really be okay? Aryabaus seemed too powerful, could anyone beat him? Should she really just stay out here and wait?
Just when the questions threatened to overwhelm her, Laeri heard someone else in the hallway. She gasped and whirled, seeing a Deathspawn with a short sword approaching. His eyes moved over the bodies on the ground cautiously and he kept his sword ready as he finally looked at her.
"You're a healer, right, human?" His voice was gruff and Laeri winced away from him. "If you surrender, you won't be harmed in any way. I won't even tie you. Just step aside and let me help Aryabaus win this."
"Umm... I... please..." Laeri slammed her staff down against the floor. "No! The Hero told me that I have to guard this door!"
"Come on, human. I saw that idiot fight outside. He may be strong, but do you really think he can beat Koreinan Aryabaus?"
Laeri shivered as she realized that this Deathspawn was at least a little dangerous. What was even the point of trying to resist him? She lowered her head and began shuffling to the side before stopping herself. "No! I believe in the Hero!"
"Suit yourself." The Deathspawn lunged forward and suddenly there was pain shooting through her shoulder.
Laeri dropped to the floor, screaming in agony. All she could do was stare in horror at the gaping wound on her shoulder. Blood was pouring out of it, would she die soon? She already felt a little lightheaded and knew from her studies what would happen next.
As she bled out, the pain would ease and the world would feel more numb. It might almost be like going to sleep. There was no point trying to fight him, was there? He was stronger than her, just like everyone was stronger than a mere healer. Laeri closed her eyes and whimpered to herself.
And yet...
Her uninjured arm rose to her shoulder. What was she doing? She knew she could heal herself, but her sein wouldn't come together. What did she need to focus the technique? Laeri felt a surge of bitterness that shocked her in its depth and she thrust it away. No, anything but that!
Instead she filled herself with memories of the Hero's light. How he looked when he smiled at her. The task he had entrusted to her. How could she have forgotten? She was there to stop Deathspawn from entering the door and interrupting his fight. She couldn't sit down and die here.
Laeri began flooding sein into her wound, forcing the flesh to knit and biting her lip against the pain. She knew healing this quickly would cause problems in the future, but maybe that was what she deserved. After doing the same to so many others, the least she could do was heal herself.
How long had it been? It felt like an age, yet as Laeri grabbed her staff and struggled to rise to her feet, she saw that the Deathspawn had not yet reached the doors. She let go of her shoulder, ignored the pain in it, and raised the staff over her head.
Her first blow came down on the back of his head and to her surprise, the Deathspawn dropped. Laeri started for only a moment before she began hitting him more, bringing her staff down over and over. Soon she couldn't recognize his face and had to look away from the horrible sight, but she kept striking.
This was her part of the battle, after all. She needed to do this much or she wouldn't be worthy to stand alongside the Hero.
When it was over she leaned heavily on her staff, panting for breath. That was the first thing she had ever killed for herself, at least intentionally. She didn't even like to kill bugs, how had she left this corpse on the carpet in front of her?
She heard someone moving in the corridor and looked to see another Deathspawn approaching. This one barely looked at the bodies and didn't notice the blood covering the end of her staff, just advanced on her.
Laeri threw her questions aside and turned to face him.
~ ~ ~
Without thinking about it, Celivia lurched to her feet and grabbed Reina's wrist before her cleaver could strike Slaten's head.
They both stared at her, Slaten in surprise and Reina in confusion. Fortunately, Reina's eyes were still clear, so there was no immediate danger. Yet her friend stared at her with something like betrayal. "Celi... are you sure?"
She looked back at Slaten and sighed. At the end, she had actually been enjoying herself. It was rare that she could throw herself into combat so completely. Obviously he had as well, given how he'd exhausted himself at the end. Because Reina was watching her closely, Celivia kept her face neutral.
"I'm sure, Reina. Don't kill him."
Celivia let go of the shorter woman's wrist. Stepping back with an aggrieved expression, Reina stabbed her cleaver in Slaten's direction. "I'm only leaving you alive because Celivia asked me, human."
Slaten nodded slowly. "Thank you."
That slowed Reina's rage and for a moment there was only silence. Then Slaten's sword clattered to the ground and he collapsed backward against the wall. Celivia felt herself sinking back to the ground as well, feeling the impact of that last wound. She lay against the opposite wall and took several deep breaths, just recovering. Eventually Slaten spoke, face grimly focused on the combat.
"How much were you holding back?"
Celivia shook her head. "When we fought hand to hand, I avoided strikes to the eyes or main arteries. Otherwise, not at all. You did an excellent job adapting your style in such a short time."
"No, I underestimated you. I thought that you'd just have a little more sein than our last fight, but you were overall stronger."
"You're lucky I wasn't allowed a Catai rebirth, or it wouldn't have been a fight."
That broke him out of his grim focus, making his eyes widen. "Catai? You mean... uh, I've seen plenty of Catai, but not any women."
"Catai implies rank and power, but there's more than one kind."
Though Celivia was tempted to say more, she saw Reina fidgeting with her cleavers, making little chopping motions while her eyes darted between them. If they continued like this, she might actually hurt someone. When she had rushed to Celivia's defense earlier, her friend had come very near seinrage, so best not to provoke her.
Slaten noticed as well, looking at Reina seriously before his gaze turned back to her. "So you aren't going to have her kill me. Are you going to capture me now?"
She stared at him for a long time and eventually shook her head. "No."
"Then... did this battle even mean anything?"
Celivia couldn't help but smile. "It meant something to me."
That got a brief smile from him. They lay there for a while, looking at one another as they bled out. Now that the heat of battle had passed, Celivia examined his injuries more carefully. He should be okay, especially if Laeri helped him. Though she really could have forced him to come with her...
"We'll go our separate ways now, Slaten. But you should know that there are many mansthein worried about the Legend, and some who are trying to do something about it. I'll be working with them, if I can. You... I suppose we might need people working from the other side too."
"I don't think I have any answers."
"Neither do I." Celivia smiled at him one more time and then painfully got to her feet. Reina rushed to support her under one shoulder.
She thought about saying farewell, but decided they'd already said enough. As much as she wanted to say more, they couldn't get beyond that last point. Maybe one day they would have the answers, but for now, she didn't look back.
Still, she was glad when she heard his sword scraping across the ground and returning to his side.
Celivia limped along, leaning on Reina as they headed to the servants' stairs. As they passed the windows, Celivia looked out and sighed. "I think it's over for us."
"Are you sure?" Reina asked. "This Koreinan Aryabaus seems pretty strong."
"There's mostly just humans left outside. And you haven't seen the Hero, it's... well, I'd rather you didn't have to experience it." It was bad enough to see the humans stumbling around below, murderous light filling their eyes, weapons twitching for a target. Reina watched them only briefly before wincing.
"Then where are we going? We don't have many options for escaping..."
"I already have that taken care of. Just keep helping me down and watch for any threats."
If they made it out alive, how was she going to report this? Based on how the Heroes usually operated, Celivia had a feeling that no Deathspawn would be left alive in the tower. The two of them would be the only survivors, so the question was if they could be charged with desertion or penalized for cowardice. Given her injuries, Celivia hoped to avoid that.
On the ground level they needed to move carefully to avoid humans. It wasn't easy, since most of them wandered with blank looks on their faces, occasionally stabbing a mansthein corpse. That was more what she had expected humans to be like, not the people she had come to care about. But now she had no choice but to leave again.
They managed to reach the basement stairs without drawing anyone down on them, but then their luck ran out. Several men hid below, nervously holding weapons. When the first of them saw her, he raised his weapon and shouted.
"That's far enough! Don't get any closer!"
"Shut up!" Celivia hissed. "The humans are up there, do-"
"Just get the hell back! Until we break the door open, nobody comes close!"
Several of the others were stabbing at the fortified door to little effect. All of them seemed shaken or enraged, probably driven mad by the Hero's presence. Celivia reached into her robe and pulled out the key. "I have the key to the door, alright? But you need to quiet down befor-"
The man let out a growl and stepped toward her, grasping for the key. At that same moment, Celivia heard footsteps on the stairs. When she turned she saw several bright-eyed humans running into the room, lifting their weapons as they saw Deathspawn. She and Reina were trapped in between the two sides, both ready to kill.
"Reina? Now is the time."
Her friend grinned savagely and stepped away from her, drawing a cleaver in each hand. Then she let out a scream and entered seinrage. The shockwave of it forced Celivia back a step, which was just as well, because the next moment Reina burst in every direction.
She shot across the room, cutting off the head of the first of the humans. In a fraction of an instant she bounced off the wall and changed course, sliding across the floor and hacking through the leg of a second human. Then she vaulted up and leapt past one of the guards, her cleaver chopping through the middle of his face.
After that Celivia lost track and Reina became a blur of violence. Still letting out a scream of rage, she ricocheted all over the room in showers of blood until everyone else was dead.
In the end she stood in front of Celivia, eyes bloodshot, knuckles white on her cleavers, breath coming in gasps. She looked up at Celivia slowly, then stumbled forward, dropping her cleavers and tumbling into her arms.
Celivia carefully caught her and guided her to the ground, shifting Reina so her friend's head lay in her lap. She stroked her hair gently, as always surprised by how hot her skin was after seinrage. But there was no time for that today, not with more humans on the way.
Picking up Reina in one arm and taking out the key again, Celivia entered the storeroom. She ignored the money and texts and rare items within, looking solely for a small box marked with the symbol of the Voidwalkers. Soon enough she found it, and though it was locked, she just smashed it open. Only two slender voidlinks remained inside, but that would be enough.
The smart thing to do would have been to leave immediately, considering that the battle hadn't ended yet. Celivia found herself looking up toward the tower, hoping the humans made it out as well. She wanted to fight Slaten again, wanted to talk things out with Tani, even wouldn't have minded drinking with Veron.
But when she heard footsteps on the stairs, it was only more humans with eyes burning with bright hatred for her. Celivia snapped the voidlink and vanished into the darkness between spaces.




Chapter 66

-
"This result is inevitable unless we can break these stories that matter so much to both sides. Please, my lord, do not abandon us."
-
Tani desperately retreated across the roof, barely fending off Subenor's attacks. She was torn between hoping Veron was alright and cursing her for her absence. Maybe in the beginning she could keep up with Subenor for a brief time, but now she was bruised and cut and weary. Every second they engaged with one another was dancing with death.
The only thing that kept her alive was the fact that Subenor's injuries had slowed his movements somewhat. Unfortunately, whatever he had done with his sein made his spear even more lethal. She'd seen him send Veron skidding back across the roof with a blocked thrust, making it all the more essential that she redirect the force of every blow coming from that bloody spear.
Running away would have been the smart thing to do, but Tani was just too tired. She couldn't focus enough to use the Soaring Feet - if Subenor had simply jumped to another roof, she would have been almost helpless to follow him.
But of course he didn't want that, he wanted to kill her. And if this lasted any longer, he would do it. Tani found herself wondering if Veron had fallen off the edge and struck the ground, or lay dying on another roof. If so, then she really had no chance...
A box flew out of the sky toward Subenor's head. He reacted swiftly, smashing the butt of his spear into it. The box exploded into boards and steel. Tani dodged back, ducking her head to try to escape the projectiles. Only then did she realize that the box had been filled with knives. They were crude and made of iron, obviously just tools for the mansthein soldiers, but they now covered the roof.
Veron dropped down from a nearby roof, smirking through her weariness. Was that what she had gone to get? It seemed absurd, yet there were so many knives on the roof now...
Tani bent down to grasp one, and to her surprise Subenor kicked out, sending another knife shooting at her. Throwing herself into a somersault, Tani dodged the spinning blade and dove over the peak of the roof. The next knife Subenor kicked sailed over her head.
In that moment, she grabbed two of the knives - she couldn't hold any more than two even in her good hand since the hilts were too large. She heard the sounds of clashing between Veron and Subenor, so Tani took the time to craft sein within her knives. It no longer came easily, like trying to pour mud, but she forced it into the cheap iron.
When she rose, Tani prepared to throw her knives, but realized that she didn't have much left in her. Her throws would soon become laughably weak, no threat to Subenor at all. The rush of the battle might be able to take her through one last series of throws, then she would be done. It had to count.
Watching the battle, Tani extended her preparations. She set her sickle knife at her belt and picked up more of the knives instead, imparting sein into them as well. Nothing fancy, just enough force to hurt Subenor if they connected. When she finished with those, she tucked them into her belt and picked up several more, just in case. She needed to be-
A scream of pain. Tani looked up and saw Veron stumbling back from Subenor with his spear through her stomach. Subenor tried to pull it back out, but she clutched at the shaft as she stared at with wide eyes. Painfully slowly, she sank down to her knees, still not believing that the spear had impaled her.
There was another scream and Tani realized that it was her own, rage and sadness blending together. She threw one of the knives as hard as she could at Subenor, yet he drew his last throwing spear and deflected it.
It didn't matter. Tani threw the next knife, and the next. Even as Subenor began to run toward her, his spear spinning to deflect her knives, she didn't give way. Her scream became a hiss of pure concentration as she threw every knife she had prepared, both hands working together, throwing two and sometimes even three at a time. She released everything she had left, some knives flying directly at his face and others curving around to strike from the sides.
None of it worked. Subenor just kept charging, eyes fixed on her in grim concentration. Even at point blank range he deflected her knives, then he shifted his spear to plunge it into her face. Tani stared at the bloody tip as it thrust toward her eye.
And stopped.
She looked away from the quivering spear tip and saw Subenor choking with a blade extending from his chest. Veron stood behind him, spear still through her stomach. Her body shuddered in place, then she sank down to her knees.
Subenor dropped as well, eyes filled with shock. Tani realized how many injuries he had taken and how he must have been pushing himself with sheer willpower. Even now, he struggled to overcome his surprise. He opened his mouth and blood poured out. Yet he spat it out and smiled through bloody teeth as he reached for the sword in his chest.
"You... you think y-"
Tani drew her sickle knife and slashed through his throat.
His body dropped, sein finally dispersing. She stared down at it, breathing heavily and wishing she felt more. Subenor had caused so much torment, threatened her life and her friends, even injured her master. And now he was dead. Tani didn't regret it, yet she didn't feel that she could celebrate.
What broke her out of her shock was remembering Veron. The older woman lay on her side, eyes glassy, a pool of blood forming underneath her stomach. Tani rushed to her and knelt down over Veron, tears forming in her eyes. The other woman had done so much for her and fought to the end. Without her, she would have-
"I'm not dead, you idiot." Veron tried to slap her, but the motion failed midway through. She could certainly glower, though. "But I will be, if you keep sobbing. Get me to a fucking healer!"
Partially laughing and partially crying, Tani nodded and hastened to help remove the spear and bind Veron's wounds. After so many dark turns, Tani could barely believe in the stroke of luck: the spear had passed through Veron's stomach without injuring any vital organs.
A little care served enough to make it possible to carry Veron. The older woman grumbled about the indignity and struggled to reach for her flask, but Tani just ignored her mutterings and carried her back toward the nearest accessible window. It was a good thing they had ended on a roof near one, or she would have been stranded.
That would have been truly bitter, letting Veron die because she lacked the focus to jump just one more time. Or trying to jump and dropping to their deaths. Tani laughed unevenly at the thought and realized that she desperately needed to rest. She was tired and the stress practically leaked out of her ears.
Eventually she staggered down most of the stairs. She'd hoped to find Laeri, but the healer was nowhere to be seen. At least Veron seemed to have stabilized. After managing one more drink, she fell into a deep sleep. The flow of her sein felt right, so Tani hoped that she would manage with rest and healing.
When she reached the bottom level, she found that almost everyone was dead. Tani felt a moment of fear when she saw Slaten slumped against one of the walls of the central chamber. But when he heard her, his gaze rose to meet hers. She saw the same weariness in his eyes that she knew was in her own.
"Is Veron...?"
"She'll make it," Tani said. She limped closer and helped set her down gently. "Where's Laeri?"
"That's difficult to say. I think Melal is still at the top."
"Do you... want to go help him?"
"I think we've done enough for today." That was as close as a direct "no" as she was likely to get from Slaten. Once Veron was lying reasonably comfortably, Tani dropped down to sit next to him. It felt amazing to just sit and let her muscles relax.
Soon she would have a great deal to think about. The fact that Subenor was dead. Ways she could improve before the next battle. Celivia's betrayal. Melal and the Legend and what that meant for everyone. Kolanin's body lying in the center of the hall, strangely peaceful. All of that and more.
For now, she just needed to rest. Tani let herself slump sideways against Slaten, using him to prop herself up. He settled back against her. They were both still bleeding but it didn't matter.
They stayed like that until the light filled the room.
~ ~ ~
Melal knew he should throw himself forward against the enemy, yet he stepped back. The foul Deathspawn just kept striking, each blow carrying such terrible sein that he had no choice but to evade.
Screaming out defiance, Melal charged at him, lifted his sword and managed to turn aside the next strike before it even aimed toward him. The rush of wind slammed into the ground beside him, allowing him to keep moving forward, finally thrust out at his opponent's chest.
Aryabaus swept his sword back low, the blade cutting across his shins and the force knocking him off his feet. Melal tipped forward... and met the Deathspawn's boot as it slammed up into his face.
The chamber tumbled around him several times as he flipped backward and slammed into the wall. Melal slumped to the floor with a groan, trying to get back to his feet and struggling to find the strength. His legs hurt so much, and those cuts were far from the first he had taken.
"Your neck should be broken..." Aryabaus sounded confused for a second, then shook his head sharply. He let out a growl and stared at Melal. "It will be soon."
"You die today, Deathspawn!" Melal struggled to get to his feet and raised his sword again. "I will-"
"Stop talking!" Aryabaus let out a snarl and charged at him.
His sword swept before he arrived, the burst of wind knocking Melal back against the wall. Melal managed to block his second strike and lunged in again, but the blow glanced off the Deathspawn's armor. Fragments of it scattered over the floor, but no blood had been drawn.
Melal attacked and attacked and attacked, yet it just didn't work. The damn Deathspawn kept blocking his attacks or knocking him back before he could strike. As his rage grew, Melal threw more and more of his strength into his blows. He would win through sheer determination if nothing else.
At last fate granted him a chance. His opponent swung wide and Melal caught it early, shoving the thin sword downward and away from him. He reversed the direction of his sword and slashed through his opponent's neck.
Except he didn't. Aryabaus leaned back just enough to evade the attack, then stepped forward, his hand grabbing Melal's throat.
Melal's sword tumbled to the ground as he was lifted into her air, both hands scrabbling at the Deathspawn's gauntlet. The grip threatened to crush his throat, but that wasn't the worst of it. Aryabaus raised his sword, arm extended back to aim the long blade.
Then thrust it through his chest.
As he fell to the ground, Melal felt no pain, just a white numbness. No, this wasn't how it was supposed to go. He couldn't lose, not again. This was meant to erase his failures, let him forget about past mistakes and go forward victoriously.
Aryabaus stabbed down into his stomach and twisted his blade. Melal cried out in pain, but didn't hear his own cry.
No, he refused to accept this. He couldn't just lose here. It... it wasn't how the Legend was supposed to go.
Aryabaus stepped forward and raised his sword over Melal's head. Stabbed down to end Melal's life.
The Hero caught the blade.
When he took a breath, he breathed in the entire world. The Hero smiled serenely up at the Deathspawn towering over him, saw his feeble rage and bloodlust and transcended it. He elegantly raised a hand and slammed it into the side of the blade with a flowering of holy light, shattering the blade like ice in spring.
Though the Deathspawn should have moved away, in his grand hubris he could only stare, the chill phantom of failure appearing before him. The Hero released another thunderous strike, expertly targeting the enemy of mankind's leg. He heard it snap like an old twig and the Deathspawn fell, a symbol of the failure of all his kind.
The Hero elevated himself to his feet, rising like the sun in the morning. His sword returned to his hand in the natural order of things, as a beast returns to its master. The Hero stared into those eyes of crimson red and then struck forward with the full vigor of his belief.
No darkness could stand before such a great and terrible blow. The Hero's strike sundered the Deathspawn's heart in twain and ended his reign of tyranny forever.
For a time, he only stood and breathed.
Slowly he walked out of the throne room. He found an ally at the door, her robes covered in blood. She smiled at him and he only nodded, his head beginning to spin. His mind had felt so bright and glorious only a moment ago, yet now that vision faded. Several things remained clear and he clung to them as they headed down the stairs.
All along the way, he saw only victory. They had lost many good warriors, but they had defeated the enemy. A worthy sacrifice.
By the time he reached the bottom of the stairs, Melal felt better. Laeri had taken care of his injuries, but more importantly than that, he could see a way forward. No more days would be spent crawling about this miserable backwater. It held nothing more for him, not with the entire rest of the world lying ahead. He would not set foot here again until he returned home in triumph.
At the base of the tower he found his other allies, those he had known would survive the great battle. Tani and Slaten stared at him with empty expressions, too awed by the aura of glory he still carried around him to speak. But he had a great deal to say.
Melal strode to the center of the chamber and placed his hands on his hips. "We have won the day here, but the Deathspawn still threaten the rest of the world! Next we shall go north, to find the great sages. They have studied the Legend in preparation for the coming of the Hero, and now, they shall usher it forward. With their help, we shall restore peace to this world and eradicate the enemy forever!"
They nodded and rose to follow him. He had hoped for cheers, but understood that they had just survived a great battle. There would be time enough for celebration when they had triumphed as the Legend foretold they would.
"Oh, my friends, if only I could tell you of the wonders I have barely glimpsed! Our greatest enemy shall set great generals in our path, but we shall overcome every obstacle in our path until the Dark Lord himself lies defeated at our feet and peace is restored and all shall be new again!
"Come, Companions, to glory and into Legend! The road ahead of us is clear and we need only walk forward!"
He swept a hand over his shoulder for them to follow and turned to the open doors of the tower. Looking above the courtyard of bodies, he saw that the sun was beginning to rise. The first light of hope broke out over a dark world, filling all of them with the knowledge that their futures would overflow with triumph and glory.
Melal stared at the sunrise and then began to walk forward. Onward the Hero strode, until his form was completely lost in the rays of the dawning sun.
- End of Book 1 -




Epilogue

The king lifted the white marble pyramid, pondering the beauty of it in the morning light. Sunlight bathed his private study, shining off the white stones and glinting even on the dark ones. For a time, King Rahler only stared at the board from the corner of his eyes, then he placed the pyramid down.
Perfect. A brilliant move in terms of strategy, and to his eye even the game board itself was beautiful.
In large part because he was winning, overwhelmingly. The Sapphire Knight sitting across from him had a reputation as a talented Shiil player, but so far had proven disappointing. Instead of focusing on the diamond-shaped board, the man's eyes wandered over the bookshelves in the study. Could he even read? No, Rahler had purged his personal guard of all peasant-born who might be bribed, so the man must be an educated noble. Whatever his name was, he did not live up to it.
As distracted as he seemed, the knight did notice that his king had played. He turned back to the board, picked up one of his dark stones, and meticulously set it down so that the sides of the pyramid lined up perfectly with the square. All his movements were so precise, even armored as he was. If only his strategic skills were equally impressive.
"You're going to lose."
The knight nodded. "You are correct, King Rahler."
"So you admit it!" The king chuckled to himself and rubbed two white stones against one another. After a time, he set one down in the perfect position, shoring up the southwest of the board.
The next moment, the knight placed another dark pyramid. An absurdly reckless move - perhaps justified early in the game, but this late? Rahler leaned back to see if there was some deeper plan to it, some trap, but concluded the knight simply charged forward in Shiil as he did on the battlefield.
"Such haste! This is a game of strategy for great minds, not some peasant's gambling session."
"I fear I cannot equal your skill, King Rahler." The knight wasn't even looking at him, eyes again wandering over the books.
Rahler clenched his stones together harder, tension creeping up his arm. Could this knight have been sent by some threat to his throne to steal something? Though Rahler tried to avoid reading, he knew that his study held many rare and valuable books. Could someone intend to undermine him by undermining his library? He turned the thought over in his mind while he considered his next move.
"It is good of you to provide me with this diversion," King Rahler said. "So few of my advisers can be trusted these days."
"Of course, King Rahler."
"St-stop saying my name! You will address me as 'your majesty!' " His words reached a shriek. After a pause, the knight lowered his head humbly.
"My apologies, your majesty."
Somewhat relieved, the king began tapping his next pyramid against the side of the board thoughtfully. His name had been used in a treasonous song that a local bard had written, mocking his rule. The bard had been executed, of course, but the memories of it still rankled. Besides, he disliked something in the way this knight spoke his name.
"Tell me, knight... have the Sapphire Knights encountered any true challenges as of late?"
The knight shrugged, eyes still wandering. "All the knights are protecting the capital now. None have fought since the peasant uprising."
"Which cannot have been a simple uprising! What possible reason do they have to revolt? Hmm?"
"Perhaps because they are hungry."
Rahler lurched forward and slapped the knight's helm. The metal hurt his hand and he pulled back, nursing the wound and glowering at the knight suspiciously. At least the knight lowered his head.
"My apologies, your majesty."
"You should be sorry! This was some scheme from Duke Whasther, I'm sure of it! Now - hurry, hurry - make your next move!"
"It is your turn... your majesty."
Rahler glowered at him suspiciously, wondering if the knight was mocking him beneath that visor. Some of them thought they knew better than him and tried to take a company into East Corah to help them with their Deathspawn troubles. It had been a trap to weaken him, he was sure of it. Rahler had executed the leader of the plan and had the remainder of the Sapphire Knights involved given fifty lashes.
Thoughts of the foiled plot put him in a better mood. Returning his eyes to the board, Rahler captured a key vertex and chuckled in satisfaction as he replaced a series of dark pyramids with his own. Now he controlled another field of white that could never be turned.
In response, the knight placed another dark stone along the edges. Not a good move in a classical sense, but it would make the game drag on. Rahler frowned at it, trying to see how he could build out his stones on the northeastern edge of the board. It would require an unusual structure that offended his sense of beauty, but his victory was assured.
"Do you drink wine, sir knight?"
"Not usually."
"Oh, I insist! I have a wonderful vintage from the southern vineyards that I have been enjoying." Rahler moved to his desk and picked up the bottle, then poured two glasses. As he turned back the room seemed rather dark, as the clouds must have passed over the sun. He returned to set one glass beside the knight, hoping that the brute appreciated the gift he was being given. "You really must try."
The knight accepted the glass, holding it carefully between two fingers. He opened his visor enough to take a drink while Rahler moved around the table with his own glass. When the king looked up again, the knight had finished half the wine and set the glass back down. "Thank you, your majesty."
"Is that all? Surely you must have an opinion."
"My knowledge of wine pales in comparison to yours, your majesty."
"I insist! What does the common man think of such a drink?" Rahler took a sip of his own and relished the flavor in his mouth. Exquisite, though he doubted that many could appreciate it. Certainly not the scheming officials that filled his court - perhaps a doughty warrior could do better.
"At first taste, it is light with a hint of fruit, but it proves to have a rather dark undercurrent."
"My, my!" Rahler raised his eyebrows appreciatively and then turned his attention back to the board. "It is a shame that your abilities with Shiil are not equal to your understanding of wine."
The knight did not respond, but Rahler was eager to return to the game. He let things play out on his corner of the board - in this at least the knight's swift moves did not delay the inevitable. Unfortunately, he was required to simply remove several pieces of his opponent's instead of replacing them - that left two holes in the field of white pyramids on his corner. Unsightly, but no challenge to his victory.
"You must see how the rest of the game will go," the king said. "You would lose no honor, surrendering at this time."
"I will play to the end. Your majesty."
Rahler eyed him, wondering at the strange pause in his response. Was that defiance? He vowed to send his spies to look for any treason in this man's history. If he proved to be yet another traitor, Rahler would have him executed.
But for now, he set about ending the game with absolute victory. His opponent held fewer and fewer stones, now fighting for mere scraps at the edges of the field of white Rahler controlled in the center of the board.
"I suppose playing to the end has an honor of its own. Do you play often, sir knight?"
The man didn't answer for a time, eyes still scanning the bookshelves. Just when Rahler was about to challenge him, the knight turned back and answered quietly. "Not often. I have always found this to be a depressing game. One side quickly gains the advantage, then watches as their opponent's pieces dwindle toward destruction."
"Hmph. It is only depressing if you lose."
"I prefer the Mornese rules, where everything is in play until the end."
Mornese? What business could this knight possibly have had on Fareshel? Rahler pulled his robes closer around him, wondering why the room had grown so cold as he contemplated new threats. There were enough traitors in West Corah, not to mention the cretins who hoped for his downfall from East and South Corah. If even those on Fareshel plotted against him, he would need to be yet more cautious.
At last the knight did not play instantly, instead staring at the board. Rahler waited for what he would come up with... but in the end the knight made an utterly foolish move, almost begging for his piece to be taken. Rahler glared at him.
"Why even bother to continue playing, if you are abandoning the game like this?"
"Perhaps I am not playing to win."
The words settled over the table and Rahler felt a cold chill. This cursed knight was no longer looking at the books, just staring at him. His helm cast such heavy shadows in the dim room that his eyes could not be seen, but Rahler was sure they contained disrespect, perhaps even treachery. And he had given him no respect at all!
Letting out a cry, Rahler clutched the dagger he always kept within his robes and pulled it out. The knight did not respond, but surely he would reach for his sword the next moment. Rahler rushed around the side of the table, raised his arm to strike, and threw open the knight's visor.
Darkness.
Rahler's dagger faltered as the coiling shadows wafted from the knight's helm. He wrenched his gaze away... and his eyes fell on the game board instead.
All at once he realized that from his opponent's perspective, the white stones formed the image of a skull. His perfect defenses shaped the sides of the head, the holes were the eyes, and his scattered stones formed a skeletal grin that was marred by only the final black stone that had not yet been removed.
The sight of that skull filled Rahler with a horror that consumed all his fears of treachery. His dagger fell to the floor and he dropped after it onto his back, body trembling. And once he did so, his gaze returned to the knight and he could not look away.
Shadows flowed out of the armor, consuming it as they grew. The shadows filled the room, but within them he saw darkness itself. It expanded until what sat in the chair was not a knight, but a monster twice as tall as a man and far wider, a wall of dark muscle. Large spikes grew from its arms and shoulders, but Rahler barely saw them compared to the face.
It was much larger than a human head and shaped like a beast, with dark horns curving forward. Dagger-like teeth filled the creature's maw, and flame the color of blood glowed behind them. Worst of all, the eyes... they glowed like pits of fire, a flame far brighter red than any real fire had ever burned.
One enormous arm reached down to the table, large enough to crush the entire board. The monster picked up the dark pyramid delicately between two claws and removed it, leaving only the skull.
"Thank you for occupying me for a time, your majesty." The voice that emerged from that hellish maw was smooth and resonant, nowhere near as deep as would have been expected from a monster of that size. "It is a cheap version of the game, but I must partake of the pleasures that are left to me."
"Who..." The words choked in his throat, but Rahler forced them out. "Who are you?"
"I no longer have a name."
With that the darkness rose, horns nearly scraping the ceiling. Rahler let out a scream and tried to scramble backward, but it was as if all strength had fled his body. The room had become pitch black and he wanted to run to the window to search for light, yet he could not take his eyes away.
The darkness stepped to one side of the room and carefully removed a single book from the shelf with a claw. Moving slowly and deliberately, the monster selected an apparently random set of books from around the room, eventually holding five books in a single monstrous hand.
When those awful eyes finally turned away from him, Rahler forced himself to his feet, stumbling as he rushed to the exit of his study. He threw open the doors, yet the hallway outside was just as dark.
His guards, his personal guards! They still stood outside, stiffly and yet on duty! Rahler rushed up to one of them, preparing to scream about how the man was abandoning his king to a monster. He struck the breastplate firmly and opened his mouth.
The armor fell apart, crashing to the floor with only darkness within. The shadows crawled into Rahler's mouth, preventing him from screaming. He collapsed to the floor, his body shaking violently. His head fell to the side, giving him a view of his private study.
Someone new had appeared in the chamber, a spot of gray beside the hulking darkness. Rahler strained to see, but could only tell that the form was not human. Shorter than most humans, yet it did not run screaming from the monster. Instead it looked up and spoke in a high voice.
"Are you done here, Dark Lord?"
"Soon enough. What is it?" The monstrosity glanced at the figure in gray but seemed uninterested, instead opening one of the books.
"The generals are desperately praying for your assistance. An officer they considered promising was killed in some backwater and they believe the Hero may have been responsible. The... the one that some humans speak of, Dark Lord. As spoken of in the Legend. The one they say is prophesied to defeat you."
"I see."
"Many are worried, Dark Lord. Two Zeitai went to kill the Hero, and confirmed his death, yet he emerged again. All efforts to contain the phenomenon have failed."
"Thank you for the report." The darkness closed the book and returned it to the others in its hand. Beside it, the figure in gray stared in shock.
As Rahler struggled to listen to their final words, he could feel the darkness choking him. His heart no longer beat, his vision grew dim, and the words spoken in the chamber just beside him came as if from a great distance. He knew he was dying, yet strained to hear a little more.
"Dark Lord... what are we going to do to stop it?"
"Stop it? The Legend must go on. No matter what."
X X X
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Glossary

aurochs: A beast of burden domesticated by the Corans and used across the Chorhan Expanse.
Catai: Both a rank and a specific form of the mansthein.
cockatrice: A semi-domesticated animal raised for its meat across the world.
Deathspawn: An informal name for the mansthein military, or at times all mansthein.
duusha: A general name for several species of wild animals that live on the Chorhan Expanse. Though they prefer to flee danger, they can be dangerous when cornered.
Futhik: The language family of the mansthein.
Kelfaa: A tribe of Rhen.
khanhorn: A large beast native to Teralanth.
Lanhao: A language spoken by several Rhen tribes, including the Lanoo.
mansthein: One of the world's dominant species.
methu: The body's channels for sein, not commonly understood.
Nelee: A large Rhen tribe, from which Tani hails.
Nelhae: A language spoken by several Rhen tribes, including the Nelee.
Oken: A people living in the west of the Chorhan Expanse, from which Slaten hails.
Okeni: The language of the Oken.
Rhen: An ethnic group that includes a large number of different tribes across the Chorhan Expanse.
sein: The force of one's personality, experiences, and beliefs.
seinshock: A condition that occurs when an individual encounters a traumatizing experience with their sein. It has many degrees and variations.
seinrage: A rare technique used only by certain mansthein.
Telnaa: A tribe of Rhen.
voidlink: A physical object capable of replicating the arts of a voidwalker, taking a trained user across space in a moment.
voidwalker: Either anyone trained to travel across the void, or the division of the mansthein military dedicated to voidwalking.
Yevee: A tribe of Rhen.
Zeitai: The title held by several elite warriors who stand above all mansthein.
Zihaa: An extinct tribe of Rhen.
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