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Chapter One




"Bad omen, bad omen!" squawked the large
trilla bird perched on Kesira Minette's shoulder. The woman
turned to the luminescent green-feathered bird and stared into one
beady black, white-rimmed eye.

"Nonsense," she said. "The day is fine. The
trip has been without interruption. Our mission in the city went
smoothly. Where is this bad omen?"

"The sky," replied the bird, tensing its
claws and cutting into the woman's shoulder, even through the gray
robe she wore. "Look to sky!"

Kesira glanced up and saw nothing unusual.
Or rather, the only thing that struck the woman as unusual was the
vividness of the sky. The blue was deeper than she had ever seen
before, the few white clouds dotting the flawless perfection were
puffy and billowing with goodness, perhaps promising easy spring
rains, and drifting with gentle breezes as the demons played their
unknown games with the elements.

She sighed and shook her head. Most times,
Zolkan provided a fine traveling companion. Kesira asked for
nothing more, whether in a human or a trilla bird. But
Zolkan saw omens everywhere; he had ever since the day six months
earlier when he had flown into the Order of Gelya's sacristy and
fallen asleep in a pile of vestments. Kesira had found Zolkan
there, exhausted and more dead than alive, and had nursed him back
to full health. Keeping a pet in the Order of Gelya was not
forbidden by nunnery rules, but Dominie Tredlo discouraged such a
show of concern for anything not pertaining to the order.

But Dominie Tredlo did not reside within the
walls of the nunnery. As Senior Brother he traveled a circuit
watching over both monastery and nunnery for the Order, and Kesira
had kept Zolkan.

The trilla bird provided a new and
amusing view of the world, one she had never encountered
before.

The woman smiled as she thought of the
nights she had lain awake listening to Zolkan's tales of flying
high above even the loftiest mountains, peering down on mere
mortals, and even demons, as they went about their business. None
ever looked aloft, or so said Zolkan. The stories ranged from the
touching to the ribald, and Kesira loved each and every one. She
had taken to hungering for the experience of going out to see life
away from the convent.

Kesira straightened her simple gray robes
and worked at the blue cord encircling her waist until the knots
were properly displayed in the front. Close-cropped brown hair
insisted on poking out around the robe's cowl and she had never
quite managed to keep her face composed in the imperturbable calm
her instructors had so diligently taught. Once free of the confines
of the Order, Kesira took in all with wide-eyed excitement, her
lips curled into a perpetual smile of pleasure, and soft brown eyes
dancing with delight as details paraded themselves before her. She
could let her imagination have free rein and become what she was
not, pretending to be even the Empress Aglanella in her royal
court, entertained by jugglers and mages and chanteuses from far
off Limaden.

Sequestered for most of her life, the young
woman found even a street vendor in Blinn exotic and thrilling.

"The day is fine, Zolkan. Don't annoy me
with your dire predictions."

"No prediction," the bird squawked. "Bad
omen, many bad omens."

"Show me one."

"Shadows. Everywhere shadows."

"The sun shines brightly. Solid objects cast
shadows. Are you telling me it is a bad omen that the sun is so
warm and cheering after the long winter we suffered through? Or
have you forgotten how your wings froze during the ice storm and
you blundered into ..."

"Bad omen," insisted Zolkan. The bird
shifted position again and faced to the rear. Kesira took a quick
glance behind, saw only empty road and continued on her way. While
she enjoyed being away from the Order's high-walled nunnery and
being trusted enough to fetch the lamp oil from Blinn merchants,
Kesira knew of the brigands populating the hills. The stories the
nuns whispered among themselves before falling into a deliciously
terrified sleep put her on guard.

No nun of the Order of Gelya went
unprotected. Gelya himself watched over them. But Gelya also
decreed that each worshiper be self-sufficient in all ways. Kesira
Minette knew how to defend herself, should the need arise. Slender
fingers tightened on the stone-wood staff she used to help her
along the road. The Order of Gelya forbade the use of steel
weapons, those being sacred to another order, but Gelya smiled on
rivers, stands of stone-wood trees and even on several roots and
tubers and one very special wildflower which bore no formal
name.

"It comes fast. Bad, bad," muttered
Zolkan.

Kesira didn't know whether to pay heed to
the trilla bird or not. Zolkan's perceptions of the world
tended to be pessimistic and dire at the best of times.

Ahead she saw a small stone shrine. Her
steady progress had brought her halfway back to the nunnery in
ample time to arrive home well before sundown. But she ought to
stop and pay obeisance to Gelya and meditate for at least an hour.
To do so, Kesira considered, might delay her arrival until after
the sun had slipped behind the jagged peaks of the Yearn Mountains
to the west. The days were growing longer, but winter still
jealously clung to the sun in the afternoon.

"Don't stop," the bird warned. Long wings
extended and beat at the back of Kesira's head. "Walk on. Hurry to
home."

The trilla bird's insistence
perversely convinced Kesira to stop and meditate, at least for a
while. It never paid to allow Zolkan to have his way in everything
or he became insufferable. And, Kesira admitted to herself, the
spring day was too lovely to waste with senseless trudging.

"The time will fly by," she told the bird.
"My meditations will be over before you know it."

"Danger stalks closer. Heavy foots."

"Feet," she corrected idly.

"Run! Flee!"

"Sit," Kesira said firmly, reaching up and
grabbing Zolkan's claws in one hand. She removed the bird from her
shoulder and placed him on a special stone perch outside the
shrine. Beady black eyes glared at her.

"'Leave and fly away. Not want to die."

"Do as you please. I will offer my prayers
and then meditate. For one hour. No longer, but no less." Kesira
turned without seeing how Zolkan accepted this dictate. The
impatient flapping of the wings told her of the bird's indecision.
Whatever made him so restive had also caused him to be overly
protective of her. Kesira bowed her head, pulled back the simple
cowl and entered the shrine.

Four dark red renn-stone walls, without
windows or any other exit or entrance save the one through which
she entered, protected the altar. A brownstone column hardly
thicker than her arm rose from the floor and on the small flat area
atop it rested a single yellow-petaled wildflower with an ebony
center. Kesira knew that this unnamed flower remained pure
throughout the entire year, never wilting, always protected by the
goodness of her patron Gelya.

She knelt before the altar, head bowed and
eyes open. Focusing; on the worn flagstone floor, Kesira allowed
her mind to slip from one thing to another until all were passed by
in favor of a single idea, a concept, a path. The wildflower
provided the core but her mind wove about it an entire way of life,
the way described by Gelya and to which she had devoted her
life.

 


Peace, but not at the expense of honor.

Honor, but not to the detriment of duty.

Duty, but not if family comes to harm.

Harm, but only to maintain peace.

 


As she considered the wildflower – its
delicately folded petals, the ebony vastness of the center
containing pollen for bees, the patterns divulging the implications
of life and death – Kesira's mind began to range farther afield,
leaving her body behind. Her essence traveled beyond the confines
of flesh and exulted in a freedom shared by few outside the Order
of Gelya.

She roamed the corridors of infinity,
sampling exquisite thoughts left behind like the discarded garments
of ancestors dead a thousand years, studying and deciding, coming
to conclusions, formulating new questions, and finding
tranquillity.

Kesira shuddered slightly and returned to
her body. It was ever thus. A mortal could not stand too much of
that divine gift offered by Gelya. The meditation left her
refreshed, relaxed; prepared for the final leg of her journey. She
rocked back onto the balls of her feet and stood in a single smooth
movement. Backing from the altar, she left the shrine.

Blinking in surprise, Kesira stared at the
sky.

Once cobalt blue, it had transformed into a
swirling, billowing blackness devoid of clouds or anything of
substance. It was as if the very sky itself writhed in tortured
agony, turning an inky, contorted countenance to the earth.

"Zolkan!" she cried out, when she failed to
find the trilla bird on the perch where she'd left him.
"Where are you?"

A flapping of wings rivaling heavy war drum
beats startled her. She spun, staff in hand, and pointed toward the
sky. Zolkan braked to a halt and held himself motionless in the air
above her, claws gripping the staff. Kesira tugged a bit and
Zolkan's wings slowed their resonant movements to allow the
trilla bird to settle once again on her shoulder.

"Bad omen. Told you so."

"What's happening?" she asked in confusion.
Before she had meditated, the springtime weather had been perfect.
Now, while the temperature remained constant and not a breath of
winter air stirred, the heavens rippled with evil darkness.
"Where's the sun? Zolkan, what did you see from aloft?"

"'Omens. All bad." The bird's talons pierced
the rough gray fabric of her robe and bit deeply into her flesh.
Kesira felt the beginnings of bloody trickles inside the robe. She
was too distracted to tend to such minor wounds. Her attention
fixed completely on the sky.

"Never have I witnessed such as this," she
said, more in awe than fear. "The demons war among themselves."

"Truth! She sees truth!" cried Zolkan.

"What? Demons?"

"Bad omen. Jade omen."

Kesira shivered then, the clammy tendrils of
fear brushing lightly at her senses. Only demons dared touch jade.
For them it was a stone of power. For mortals it meant only ill
luck and sickness and death-or worse.

"Let's get back to the nunnery," she said,
swallowing incipient panic. The weather had not changed, even if
the heavens bespoke evil. She would be able to make good time – and
any other shrine along the road would be ignored. Kesira had
worried about returning before sundown to avoid the brigands in the
mountains. Now she worried about more than this, since no thief
would venture forth with the sky in such an uproar.

For any to travel under such a sky was
foolhardy.

But Kesira had nowhere else to go but back
to the nunnery and her Sisters. In addition, more than ever they
would need the oil she had purchased in Blinn. When day turned into
night, the lamps burned longer hours. Duty drove her feet forward
and kept her heart from quailing as the turbulence above her
worsened.

"Jade," squawked Zolkan. "Jade sky!"

Kesira tried not to look above, but she knew
the trilla bird was correct. Her peripheral vision showed
things flowing in the sky, taking form and then ripping apart to
form even more grotesque figures. And intermixed in the blackness
came the tint she feared above all others. The pale green warned of
demons warring and demons and their concerns meant only sorrow for
mortals.

"Rain!" cried Zolkan. "Beware rain!"

Kesira frowned. She felt no rain. Above
weren't true clouds, but the doings of demons. The woman stopped
and pushed back her cowl to better look at the bowl of the sky
stretching from mountain peak to mountain peak. The huge vault, so
devoid of color before, now sparkled with aurora. White shimmers of
gauzy veils pulled back and, forth, as if opening the curtain on a
celestial stage, but the veils hid nothing and revealed nothing.
Their coronal dance intrigued Kesira, however.

"So lovely," she murmured. "I have never
seen the demons' lights so active before: Only during the midwinter
festival have I seen anything so stark and so lovely."

"Not pretty. Hide, hide!"

"Quiet, Zolkan. There's nothing to fear."
Kesira sounded serene and confident, but inside she held in check
the outright panic threatening to send her screaming along the road
back to her Sisters. Her training had taught her restraint. Fear
was the destroyer, panic the enemy of the mind. All of nature came
together this day and she wanted to see it, to understand a minute
portion more than she had, to conquer the part of her that tried to
prevent this new knowledge from being accepted.

To know the forces of nature and the spirits
driving them gave serenity. Only her ignorance gave birth to the
irrational fears she felt.

"The aurora is so delicate appearing,"
Kesira said. "Ever changing, dancing on feathered feet across the
sky. It brightens the darkness almost enough for us to see the
road. Don't you agree this is the finest sight you've seen,
Zolkan?"

The trilla bird said nothing.

Kesira watched the blazing display mount in
intensity then fade away. When it returned with electric cracklings
more appropriate to a thunderstorm, she shivered again. Some fears
that the mind held at bay the body still reacted to instinctively.
Kesira knew she would have to talk with Dominie Tredlo about this
and attempt to transcend such physical slavery.

Kesira had trouble holding back the flood of
terror when she saw the aurora changing from white to red—and to
green and blue and all the other colors of the rainbow. The
discharges formed into sharp wands that battered one another and
produced cascades of molten white.

"Demons," said Zolkan. "Battling for
supremacy."

"Have you seen such as this before?" Kesira
asked the bird. Talons gouged into her flesh once more. She turned
and peered into one huge black eye not an inch from her own. The
sharp, serrated beak opened and shut with a dull clack, hinting at
brutal power beyond Kesira's comprehension. She had never done more
than listen to the stories Zolkan offered up on the cold winter
nights. Not once had she asked the bird of his origins or how he
had come to blunder into the nunnery or even how he had come to be
in such a debilitated condition. She had merely accepted. Now
Kesira wondered just what Zolkan knew of this strange day's
occurrences and whether the trilla bird was not somehow
involved.

"Shelter. Take shelter. For a while," the
bird urged. "Danger. Extreme danger awaits."

"Brigands?"

"Rain."

Kesira knew the bird disliked being wet, but
rain had not bothered him like this before. She turned her steps
toward the rocky precipice on her left to seek out a sheltering
overhang. Off the road the going turned rougher, but Kesira kept
on, the stones underfoot winking alive with colors reflected from
above.

"There. Shelter."

She followed the line of Zolkan's wing and
saw a small cave in the side of the cliff face. It took only a
moment to work her way down through the loose rocks and into the
shallow depression. Settling herself, Kesira said, "You never
answered my question. Have you experienced anything like this
before?"

"Heard, not seen," the bird informed her.
"Terrible wars between demons. Jade rain!"

"What's that mean?" Kesira asked, feeling as
much irritation toward herself as toward Zolkan for his faulty
explanations. If only she had lived more, experienced more outside
the walls of the Order of Gelya. But she hadn't. A dozen times, or
perhaps once or twice more, she had been to the city of Blinn on
errands. Few had spoken to her because she was a Sister of the
Order of Gelya and the populace was composed of evil people, but
still Kesira had been drawn to them perversely. She hoped that,
when her apprenticeship ended, she might venture forth to carry the
words of Gelya to some other city where the Order maintained small
temples. To go to the City of Sin! Even the evil name brought forth
unbidden excitement to Kesira. Most of the Sisters professed
nothing but disdain for the idea of field work or proselytizing the
masses, preferring to remain away from the mainstream of society.
But Kesira's curiosity drove her to find out more.

"Have you ever seen a demon?" she asked
Zolkan.

"Yes.'

Her heart almost stopped pounding and her
throat constricted. It had never before occurred to her to ask
Zolkan for such information.

"What are they like, the demons? Did you see
Gelya?"

"Saw many. Not talk." Zolkan shook all over,
loose feathers drifting softly downward as the bird continued to
shake himself. He put his head under one wing and pretended to go
to sleep. Kesira wanted to squeeze him until he answered. Never had
she found anyone who claimed to know a demon.

Before the woman could speak, the very earth
rumbled beneath her. Peering out, she saw the sky splitting into
opposing factions. One gauze-like rainbow sword leaped across to
engage another and another and still another until the sky burned
with the fury of the battle. Shielding her eyes, Kesira watched in
rapt fascination. And then fear crept into her as she saw the
progress of the battle. It had begun past the Yearn Mountains, out
on the plains and away from any populated centers. But the ebb and
flow of the aerial duel came over the mountains and down the valley
she traversed, and up the slopes of Mt. Lopurrian, where the
convent snuggled close. Kesira couldn't tell for certain, but she
thought the battle paused over the nunnery.

"Zolkan, we must hurry on. We must return
and see if we can help. They need our oil."

Kesira took two steps out of the cave and
saw the sky ignite. Huge columns of the purest jade green formed,
aimed, and stabbed earthward – directly where the convent stood.
And then the flickering white aurora returned, dancing and flicking
from peak to peak, drifting to the valley floor, dazzling her eyes,
sending cold rivers up and down her spine. A sickness mounted
within her, more compelling than she felt every lunar cycle, more
intense, less understandable.

"Something awful is happening!" she cried.
Kesira winced as Zolkan tightened his grip on her shoulder. The
bird held her back and for good reason. Tiny droplets of rain now
fell, but rain unlike any she had ever seen.

"Jade rain!"

Kesira swallowed hard when she saw that the
trilla bird was right. The drops pelting down from above
were not water, but molten jade. They splashed against the rocks
and burned with searing intensity. To be caught in an exposed
location—out on the road or walking across a plain—would have meant
slow, agonizing death.

Even as she spun to dive back into the cave,
several of the drops struck her. One burned through her gray robe
and found the flesh beneath. Another hissed as the skin on the back
of her left hand charred. And another set a tiny watch fire in her
brown hair. Sobbing, shaking, Kesira put out the fire by the
painful expedient of yanking the lock from her head. Not for the
first time did she curse the prohibition Gelya put on the use of
iron implements, and she was not sufficiently advanced in the Order
to merit an obsidian or flint knife.

Kesira dashed the smoldering lock of her
hair to the cave floor and watched as green fire consumed it and
sputtered out. She held her injured left hand to her body to
prevent air from reaching that wound and, when the pain faded
slightly, she opened her robe and saw the raw, burned spot just
above her left breast where the other droplet of molten jade had
struck. "Omen," sighed Zolkan. "Good omen."

"I'm burned and you call it a good omen?"
She shook her head. Sometimes the bird confounded her with its odd
speech and even odder thought patterns. Still, Zolkan appeared to
know far more of the demons and their doings than she did.

If only she could speak with the older
Sisters in her Order! They were versed in such mysteries. They
could tell her what she needed to know.

"Rain over," cawed Zolkan. "Hurry away. Back
to Blinn."

"We're going to the nunnery."

"Please. No."

"What?" Kesira stopped and stared at Zolkan.
She had never heard the bird say "please" before. Speech came
awkwardly enough without adding words of politeness to further
confound a listener's ear.

"Please. Do not go there."

"Why not?"

"Only death will be found."

"How do you know?"

"Demons war. Lenc is too strong."

"Lenc?" She tried to remember her lessons of
the pantheon of demons. This name was unfamiliar. "Are you saying
this Lenc is an enemy of Gelya?"

"Please. We go to Blinn?"

"We're returning to the convent." Kesira
felt Zolkan start to flap his wings, to loft himself and fly off;
then he settled back, his head rotating from side to side in
obvious displeasure at her decision. Kesira didn't care at that
moment if Zolkan went or stayed on his human perch. She had a duty
to perform and, more than this duty, she felt the bond to the
others in her Order drawing her back to the secluded buildings down
the valley.

She picked up the pace until she almost ran.
To either side of the road lay tiny fragments of jade. She saw no
indication of the burning on dirt or rock where they lay –
certainly nothing like the burning and pain she'd experienced when
they struck her.

Above, the sky lost its rainbow, colors and
returned to inky blackness. No shapes writhed and danced. Only an
infinite darkness without stars or light of any sort stretched from
mountaintop to mountaintop. It was as if the sky sucked up light
and heat and turned the world into a hellish, barren place for
trapped souls awaiting death.

"Jade everywhere," grumbled Zolkan. "Bad
omen."

Kesira saw increasing signs of destruction
now. Huge furrows ran across the valley floor and into the rock of
Mt. Lopurrian, as if a giant knife had gouged the earth. She swung
the jars of lamp oil awkwardly and wondered if she should forsake
them in exchange for more speed. Kesira tossed on the horns of this
dilemma – obedience in carrying out her duty to a higher duty to
her Order of Gelya.

Kesira knew they needed oil. With the skies
blacker than night, it would be even more useful. She kept on,
balancing the jars and trying to increase her pace even more.

"Jade. It glows!"

Kesira paled when she saw what Zolkan
referred to. The tiny pieces of jade that had rained down had been
inert – until now. As she ran closer and closer to the nunnery, the
shards began to glow. Only a pale luminescence shone at first, but
along the road she saw that the light from the jade pieces
increased in intensity until they blazed brightly. It was a warning
not to advance.

She dropped the jars of lamp oil, adjusted
the blue cord knotted about her slender waist, gripped her
stonewood staff and started forward, the jade fragments on either
side of the road lighting her way.

"Body. There!" squawked Zolkan. The bird
flapped its wings and battered Kesira about the face until she
stopped and looked. Alongside the road lay a man, arms twisted in
odd directions and legs unnatural in the way they curled beneath
him. Kesira glanced up the road toward the nunnery, then at the
injured man. He stirred slightly, showing he still lived.

"Gelya, forgive my breach of duty," she
muttered. Kesira hastened to the man's side – the youth's side, for
he was even younger than she. His dark black hair lay in small
cylinders formed by the blood seeping from a score of scalp wounds.
His face carried the same number of tiny cuts and, even as she
cradled his head, his eyelids flickered open. Eyes as dark as the
sky itself peered up at her, without fear, without any discernible
emotion.

"You are badly injured," she said. "I can do
nothing for you. I will try to stop the worst of the bleeding, then
go for help. My Order is only a short distance down the road. Do
you understand?"

He nodded.

"Good," Kesira said, going about stanching
what wounds she could. In spite of the blood and dirt on his face,
Kesira found the youth appealing. Unmarked, he might even be
handsome. His aquiline nose had escaped real injury and the high
cheekbones hinted at royalty. Kesira had seen Emperor Kwasian once
and he had the same facial structure, though she had not found him
in the least attractive. The Emperor's haughty demeanor prevented
that, but then he claimed to be descended from the demons and more
divine than mortal.

Kesira winced as she studied the injuries
the man had sustained to his arms and legs. She knew how to set
bones, but the compound fractures were tricky and required more
expert handling than she could give. Sister Enola was the Order of
Gelya's healer. She would be able to cope with these limb-twisting
injuries.

"There," Kesira finally said, after doing
what was necessary. "I will bring back a litter and we'll get you
to the nunnery."

The dark eyes blinked questioningly.

"The Order of Gelya," she said. "Gelya will
aid you." She patted the man on his shoulder, hoping it wouldn't
give him additional hurt when she wanted to convey only
reassurance.

Fear came into his dark eyes or something so
closely akin to it she could not call it anything else. But what
puzzled Kesira was that the fear—concern?—directed itself at
her.

"Gelya will protect you," she said again.
Once more she got the reaction.

"Can you speak? What is your name?"

Lips opened to display an empty mouth. The
tongue had been brutally ripped out. The greenish light cast by the
glowing jade all about them made the tongueless mouth even more
hideous to behold.

"I am sorry," she said. "I didn't know."

"Go to Blinn," urged Zolkan, who had perched
silently the entire time Kesira had worked on the youth. "Three of
us to Blinn. Now!"

"To the convent. We need to bring back help
for him." To the youth she said, "Rest now. I'll be back as soon as
I can. Rest." Her voice lulled him to the point that his eyelids
turned heavy and sank slowly over the fascinatingly dark eyes.
Kesira maintained the soothing chant until the man slept
quietly.

"Blinn," insisted Zolkan.

Kesira ignored the trilla bird and
went on. As she neared the convent, the bits of jade strewn about
blazed with eye-searing intensity. Kesira even felt their cold
radiance turning warmer, as if the heated fragments sought to burn
her further. But all this Kesira ignored. Duty drew her onward.

She stopped in the middle of the road and
simply stared.

Where the high wall surrounding the nunnery
had been was now . . . dust. The huge blocks of renn-stone had been
turned into powder, as if struck by a huge hammer blow. Mocking,
the arch inscribed with the Order of Gelya's name was left
standing. Kesira swallowed hard and fought back the tears forming
as she went under the arch.

Destruction. Everywhere destruction. The
buildings of stone were all crumbled. Those of wood still stood,
but tiny fires burned here and there, showing the insides had been
set ablaze while the exterior miraculously escaped unscathed.

"Stone-wood sacred to Gelya," crowed
Zolkan.

"A demon has attacked the nunnery?" Kesira
asked.

"Lenc."

"This is unheard of. It can't be true!"
Kesira rushed forward, the paralysis that had gripped her suddenly
being cast off. From building to building she ran and what she saw
sickened her. Any structure made from Gelya's sacred stone-wood
remained intact, but the interiors were uniformly scorched. Any
stone building had been razed.

And everyone Kesira found had died horribly.
Sister Enola, of the comforting smile and gentle hand, had been
dismembered and her parts strewn throughout the dispensary before
the fires had gutted the structure. Sister Dana, her closest
friend, sat with her back to a stone-wood wall. The front of her
body had been burned away; the back was unscathed. Sisters Fenelia
and Hedy and Kai and all the others, dead, some of them burned
beyond positive recognition. Kesira guessed as to their identities
by reconstructing the afternoon meditations and where each was most
likely to have been.

Kesira held back the rising gorge. Such a
display was unthinkable and would dishonor not only her, but the
memory of her Sisters and Gelya himself. She blinked away burning
tears as she looked out over the destroyed nunnery. This place had
been her life, her world, for fourteen years. Sister Fenelia had
found her as a six-year-old wandering alone on the road, her
parents killed by roving brigands. She had been formally accepted
into the order when she was sixteen and for four years had studied
the teachings of Gelya, learning and striving for the inner
serenity and devotion required for attaining full status in the
Order of Gelya.

Gone. Her world had been shattered and she
didn't even understand why.

"Blinn. Go," insisted Zolkan.

"The altar," she said in an emotionless,
shocky voice. "I want to see the altar. That which had been sacred
to Gelya was untouched elsewhere. The altar will have
survived."

Like one cut off from her senses, Kesira
picked her way through the rubble and small fires burning in the
debris and sought out the temple. It had been constructed of
stone-wood and remained standing, but through the entryway she saw
the unnatural whiteness of fire burning within.

Kesira stopped and peered inside. Four of
her Sisters, all dead, knelt before the altar. Their faces were
frozen in abject agony and their bodies permanently held in bondage
to the white flame consuming the altar. Where once the nameless
wildflower of Gelya had rested now danced a cold white flame.
Kesira knew that to enter the temple meant suffering a fate like
that of her Sisters.

She stared directly into the center of the
white fire blazing so coldly and felt nothing. Not fear. Not
hatred. Nothing. Kesira Minette had passed beyond simple
emotion.


Chapter Two




Kesira turned and stumbled through the ruins
of the convent, unseeing, numb inside, not knowing or caring about
anything. Her blind footsteps took her to a stone-wood structure
that was hardly more than a lean-to. She had spent much of her life
inside this simple house, growing up, laughing, crying, meditating,
learning, finding friends, learning from Dominie Tredlo of love and
loving, finding others to share bed and friendship.

Kesira went inside and found her
straw-filled pallet and lay down on it. Nothing else within the hut
had escaped destruction. All her belongings were singed and charred
and turned to ash. The rendering of her parents done by Sister Dana
had vanished in what had to be a single puff of intense heat. Her
ceramic sculptings had been shattered. Of clothing there remained
only burned tatters.

The woman lay lack, eyes closed, and tried
to meditate. Dominie Tredlo had taught her to overcome emotional
storms, but none had been this severe since her parents had been
murdered. Kesira reached out for the solace she'd always found
before and it escaped her, like sand through open fingers. The
harder Kesira fought to retain the thread of her life, the more it
knotted and broke into tiny fragments.

She didn't hear the heavy flapping of wings.
She never saw Zolkan waddle into the hut and jump onto the scorched
rung of a ruined chair.

"All gone," said the trilla bird. At
Zolkan's words, she started, then forced herself back to a
semblance of calmness.

"They're all dead," Kesira sobbed. Tears
welled up. She fought them back and then stopped trying.
Unashamedly she wept, for her Sisters, for the Order, for
herself.

Zolkan began a soft crooning noise barely
audible over the sound of her own sobs and the trip-hammering of
her pulse in her head. She rolled onto her side, facing away from
Zolkan, and gripped hard at the simple pillow on her pallet.
Clutching it to her breast, Kesira fell into exhausted sleep.

The trilla bird's soothing, tuneless
sounds fell to a whisper, less than a whisper, silence. Zolkan
hopped to the ground and, waddled out of the hut. The sound of
powerful wings beating against the still twilight was lost on the
sleeping Kesira.
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She stood on a broad, featureless plain, all
the world hers to inspect. Kesira turned north and saw legions
marching, clouds of dust swirling about their heavily booted feet.
To the east rose not one sun or two but dozens, burning brightly,
blazing out to give an entire year's illumination in only one day.
South? To the south lay only blackness, void, a soul-chilling
emptiness that caused irrational panic to rise within her. But to
the west lay true horror. From the west came the sounds of battle
unlike anything the world had experienced.

Tremulous, Kesira looked over her right
shoulder, then turned and faced the carnage squarely.

"Demons," she moaned. "Demons battling
demons!"

The ground beneath her shivered and began to
stir like a beast awakening from a winter-long hibernation. Kesira
tried to move and found her feet frozen to the spot. The small area
of dirt all around her rippled with insane life and began rising
upward, to the sky, to a point where Kesira stared down in abject
fascination on the battleground.

Demons fought one another, locked in
individual combat, but Kesira sensed sides forming, alliances being
negotiated and broken. This was no simple conflict.

Ayondela! screamed a male demon Kesira did
not recognize. The female demon named smiled and revealed inch-long
fangs in an otherwise hauntingly beautiful, delicately boned face.
Ayondela, I challenge you. Never again will you work your
intrigues!

Lightning blasted forth from the male
demon's hands. Ayondela never flinched. The attack might never have
happened; Ayondela stood her ground in a sea of calm, some
protective magic turning aside the other demon's most deadly
thrusts.

My lover will deal with you! Ayondela acted
as if the other demon's taunts were little more than a fly buzzing
about her ears. But Kesira cried out in fear when she saw
Ayondela's fangs turning into the purest jade. The female demon
summoned powers far beyond those understood by mortals. Kesira
shielded her eyes by throwing out her hands and turning her head –
her flesh turned transparent and her bones translucent. No matter
how she tried to look away from the ferocious visage of Ayondela,
Kesira saw.

She saw and she quaked inside.

Merrisen? bellowed the male demon. You think
I fear Merrisen?

Kesira felt the earth spinning around her,
ever faster, until she fell to her knees. The battle of demons
spread until it blotted out everything within her sight. And
Ayondela slowly sank to her knees, beaten down by the male demon's
awesome power.

Lenc, stop, stop or be banished! Another
demon entered the boundless arena, one of commanding presence and
flashing eyes of pure jade.

Kesira tried to look away and couldn't.
Something inside her changed from fear to—what? The woman tingled
as she looked at the newcomer, savoring the demon's sleek form,
reveling in his authority, desiring his sexuality.

The last to appear, eh, Merrisen? I did not
think you would allow Ayondela to bear the brunt of my attack. The
demon called Lenc spun from kneeling Ayondela and sent fresh sheets
of lightning slashing toward Merrisen.

Kesira wept for Merrisen. His noble features
contorted with effort as Lenc used ploy after ploy to engage him.
Merrisen's responses to the renegade demon were those of a superior
to a subordinate, but Kesira's fear mounted. This time she feared
not for herself but for Merrisen. The demon's jade eyes blazed with
pure light, honest light. Taller and more powerfully muscled than
most mortals, Merrisen fought in demonic ways. And Kesira knew he
was losing to Lenc.

She tried to warn Merrisen, to tell him of
the error of his defenses. She tried to focus clearly on Lenc and
find that demon's weakness to communicate to Merrisen, but her
vision fogged and Lenc danced behind a shimmering curtain that hid
his features and actions. All she saw was the repeated lightning
attacks.

Goodbye, Merrisen, said Lenc.

You are premature, Merrisen said, the words
grating harshly.

Kesira tried to reach out to Merrisen, to
warn him that he was failing, just as Ayondela had failed, that
Lenc's trickery subverted whatever defenses he used. Merrisen
continued to stand firmly, a dominant figure fending off Lenc's
potent thrusts. But Kesira saw the true attack coming in a more
subtle fashion. By the time Merrisen realized that something was
amiss, it was too late.

Lenc laughed, his booming cries echoing
across all eternity. Merrisen spun about, twisting and turning as
cold white flame burned at his feet, at his knees, at waist and
torso and finally at his noble head. Lost in a pillar of arctic
fire, Merrisen screamed and writhed until Kesira wept for him. The
doings of demons lay beyond her ken, but Merrisen exuded goodness.
A spark of emotion bound her to Merrisen and caused the hurt of his
demise to be even greater for her.

Die, Merrisen. Never again shall I bend my
knee to you! Lenc's shimmering form stilled for the final death
giving thrust.

The sky darkened, then turned to the purest
jade green. The pillar of white flame lapped about Merrisen's body
and caused the demon intense agony. Lenc's magicks coalesced about
Merrisen and turned his enemy to jade, the precious gem sacred to
the demons.

Kesira cried out as Lenc shattered
Merrisen's body and sent the tiny shards cascading downward to the
ground. But the woman held the outpouring of woe in check; she had
seen Ayondela's slight motion the instant before Merrisen's
destruction.

Kesira had never before seen a demon or even
heard of Merrisen, but her heart had been captured by him in the
span of a single human breath. The rain of green jade that had once
been Merrisen's body fell in slow motion, but Kesira knew that
Merrisen had not perished as Lenc believed. Ayondela had
accomplished some small rescue.

Merrisen! Kesira called out, but she
received no answer.

The woman stirred and thrashed about, her
hand banging into the side of the hut. Bleary-eyed, she realized
she had slept and dreamed. Pulling the thin blanket around her,
Kesira rolled over on her pallet and went back to sleep.

The dreams were at an end. This time she
rested body and spirit.
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"Eat," ordered Zolkan, dropping the piece of
burned meat into Kesira's lap. The woman sat up in her simple bed
and looked at what had once been some animal's scrawny haunch. The
sight sickened her; she couldn't help thinking of the incinerated
bodies of her Sisters strewn about the convent.

"I don't want it," she said.

"Eat," said Zolkan. "Food and strength."

Reluctantly she nodded and picked up the
meat. The taste offended her, but Kesira knew better than to go
against Zolkan when he was in such a mood. Soon enough she had
eaten the meat, broken open the bone and sucked forth the marrow
and even licked off her fingers. She had been hungrier than she
thought—or less fastidious.

"I had the oddest dream," she told the
trilla bird. "Demons fighting. I recognized Ayondela—no
other demon sports such fangs."

"Others?" asked Zolkan, wings lightly
flapping to hold himself on the back of the solitary chair in the
room.

"Did I recognize any other demon? No," she
said slowly, remembering Merrisen. "But one was oddly compelling.
Only the sight of him made me feel—different."

"How?"

"That, Zolkan, is something I cannot tell
you. Just . . . different." Kesira fought back a wave of confusion
as she thought of Merrisen and his fight against the other demon.
Merrisen had been handsome beyond compare, strong, yet unlike most
demons. She knew that with innate certainty. His ways were not
devious. Merrisen's honesty shone forth through the green glowing
eyes like a lantern in the night.

"Who else?" squawked the bird. Both beady
black eyes fixed on her, shaking Kesira out of her reverie. Still,
forcing Merrisen's image from her mind was difficult. She felt as
if a seed had been planted within her simply by looking at him, and
that seed was blossoming into something special, something fine and
wondrous.

"Lenc, they called him. I never saw him
clearly. He hid behind a curtain of heat."

"Curtain?"

"That's a poor description. In the desert to
the east, you've seen the heat radiating upward from the sand? You
know how it distorts shapes and alters your sense of
proportion?"

"More," demanded Zolkan. He blinked his
heavily lidded eyes and clacked the serrated edges of his beak,
urging Kesira to speak further about this.

"I never saw this demon Lenc. But Ayondela
and Merrisen. They were gorgeous."

"Omen? Premonition?" Zolkan jumped into the
air and beat his wings to land beside Kesira on the bed. Twisting
his head upward the bird studied her.

Kesira frowned. What did this matter to the
trilla bird? Zolkan had swept into her life and she knew so
little about him. His tales were witty and pungent, he had flown
over much of the world and had spoken of it to her, and she knew
next to nothing of him. Sister Fenelia had told her, as a young
child, of messengers sent by the demons to warn and inform, but
Fenelia had also added that these were probably just folk
tales.

Kesira wondered now. What was Zolkan?

"What more tell?" Zolkan repeated.

"I saw Ayondela and she was stunning," said
Kesira, remembering vividly now. "No mortal being was ever so
radiant or gorgeous. And perhaps no other demon."

"Merrisen?"

"Perhaps Merrisen," admitted Kesira.

"What of Merrisen!" squawked Zolkan. "Tell
of Merrisen. Harmed?"

"Destroyed," Kesira said in a voice so low
even she barely heard it. "Lenc caught him in a pillar of cold,
white fire and turned him into pure jade. Then Lenc shattered
Merrisen and sent the pieces raining down . . . " Kesira's eyes
widened as she spoke.

"Raining down! The burning droplets of green
rain! That was Merrisen! I somehow dreamed of what happened to
Merrisen. A vision," she said, mind racing. "Sent by Ayondela,
perhaps. She implied that she and Merrisen were lovers." Kesira's
heart skipped a beat as she said that. All her training evaporated
and she envied Ayondela. The Order preached that envy was a slayer
of the soul, that jealousy had no rightful place in the human
heart, that inner tranquillity came only through meditation and
duty.

Kesira had thought she had banished envy and
jealousy through the years of training. Now she found they had only
been hidden away, unused. She envied Ayondela her apparent
relationship with Merrisen. And more. Kesira was jealous of her, as
if she were Merrisen's lover and Ayondela a harlot.

"A true vision," said Zolkan. "Few are sent,
even fewer acted upon."

"Acted upon?" asked Kesira, shaking her
head. "I saw a battle among demons, nothing more. There is no way I
can act on anything I saw. If Merrisen has been destroyed, there is
nothing I can do. I saw what was, not what will be." The woman
looked around her simple stone-wood hut, past Zolkan and out into
the compound of the Order.

Destruction lay everywhere she gazed. If her
dreams had been true vision sent by Ayondela, there was nothing
Kesira could do. Piece together the jade shards along the road and
reform Merrisen? As absurd as this struck her, nevertheless hope
flared for a moment in her breast. Then she shook her head. It had
taken years of meditation to bring out her personal limitations;
Kesira knew them intimately now. As much as she desired Merrisen,
as much as she wished for the demon to again be whole, she saw no
possible way of reuniting the jade pieces that had rained down.

Even if she succeeded in finding all the
pieces—itself an impossibility—would Merrisen become reanimated?
Would the handsome demon again flourish and love and ...

Kesira forced it from her mind. She sighed
deeply and heaved herself to her feet.

"Come along, Zolkan. We must leave. There is
nothing here for us. Not now." Kesira looked at the temple as she
emerged into the warm, sunlit day and shuddered. Inside burned the
flame of Lenc. Had that demon destroyed the Order's patron,
also?

"Gelya dead," said Zolkan. "Lenc has
ambitions too great to contain."

"Gelya?" she asked in a vague voice. "Oh,
yes, Gelya. I suppose you are right. Gelya would never allow
another to usurp his domain."

"Gelya foolish," said the trilla bird
with a hint of anger in his words.

"Don't say that," snapped Kesira. "He
is—was—patron of my Order. As such, I owe him allegiance,
obeisance. I have my duty to perform. Honor requires it."

"Gelya gone."

"I don't know that. I ... I must be sure.
I'll go to another nunnery and find out."

"All gone," insisted Zolkan. "Lenc grows too
powerful. All Gelya's worshipers gone, too."

"I remain," Kesira said firmly. She packed
what few pitiful items she could salvage. With the blanket rolled
to hold precious little more than wisps of straw ticking, Kesira
took her staff in hand and began marching down the road. Only once
did she look back—and immediately regretted it. A tear formed in
her eye and memories flooded over her like the crystal waves of an
ocean.

"Wounded man in road," said Zolkan. "Needs
you. Needs help. Remember him?"

Kesira's eyes went wide with horror. "Oh,
Zolkan, I had forgotten! He might be dead by now. I left him to
find Sister Enola. And she's dead." Kesira swallowed hard and
forced her mind to calmness. Old meditation techniques came to her
aid to ease the hurt caused by the memory.

"Need friends. Many friends, when Lenc
comes."

"You think this demon will actually try to
walk among mortals? Why? Demons live in realms far finer than
this." Kesira waved her hand out over the valley, pointed to the
mountains, indicated the small stream running quietly toward the
River Pharna and thence to the ocean.

"Strange dealings occur," was all Zolkan
said.

Kesira had no answer for that. It was as
obvious as the fact she had lost home and friends and what security
she had. Virtually without money, Kesira had no good prospects open
to her. The Order had been more than family; it provided an anchor
in the world.

"An anchor," she said aloud. "I still have
it. Gelya might be dead, but his teachings live within me. I have
more than my faith, I have training and will and ability."

Zolkan landed heavily on her shoulder and
peered at her without saying a word, but somehow Kesira knew the
bird agreed. Her human friends had perished through the demon's
attack, but her feathered one supported her. With that thought,
Kesira was amazed at how lightly she stepped down the road toward
the spot where the injured youth had been.
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"He's still alive," she said in wonder. "In
spite of those hideous wounds, he lives."

"Tend him," said Zolkan, flapping off her
shoulder to land on a nearby tree limb. From his perch, the
trilla bird was able to survey both road and the tiny
depression where the youth lay. Seeing him thus, Kesira knew no
brigand could sneak up on them. Zolkan's eyes were almost as sharp
as his talons and beak.

"I have so little knowledge," she said,
wiping dirt from the youth's forehead. "And your wounds require so
much."

Kesira did not shirk from her self-imposed
duties. She set the youth's fractured limbs, splinted them,
bandaged the gaping wounds and then meditated to bring out from the
depths of her mind lost snippets of medical lore. At first she
tried too hard and nothing came. Then, relaxing fully, focusing on
her inner self and entering the drifting state, Kesira floated
along and allowed tiny bits of half-understood medical lore to bob
to the surface. She followed the bouncing, dodging facts and slowly
pulled them in, integrated them into wholes, discovered,
reconstructed, learned.

When she opened her eyes and turned back to
the injured man, Kesira knew more of what to do for him.

Slowly, the youth healed. All except for the
missing tongue. To remedy that Kesira found no anodyne.
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Kesira looked over at the youth, sitting
cross-legged near the stream. She shook her head in wonder at how
completely the wounds mended. While it had been more than a month
since her nunnery had been destroyed by Lenc, Kesira knew such
terrible injuries ought to have permanently crippled the youth. She
said as much to Zolkan.

The trilla bird flapped wings and
dangled upside down from an overhanging tree limb.

"Magicks," he suggested. "Left from
destruction."

"You think he somehow taps into the power of
a demon?"

The bird squawked and shook all over,
dropping and righting itself expertly in midair to land feet first
on the ground. Zolkan waddled about and finally hopped up to
Kesira's shoulder, his beak just inches from her ear.

"He touches jade. It glows!"

She had seen the youth picking up and
discarding the shards of jade lying around the area and had noted
the strange response in the magical material.

"Perhaps you're right, that such contact
heals him. It is a pity about his tongue. He seems such an
intelligent boy."

"Man."

Kesira laughed at the bird. "It's all a
matter of definition. But something is not right with him. I feel
it. I try to get close to him and he draws away. Even after all
this time, he still hasn't told me his name, much less anything of
his past."

She fell silent as the youth rose from his
spot near the stream and came to join her. Their eyes met and
Kesira fought away the sensation that she knew him. But that was
not possible. The only place outside of the nunnery she had
traveled for any length of time was Blinn, and she would have
remembered him had they met.

Cleaned and mostly healed, the youth
presented a fine figure. He stood a head taller than she, without
the hint of stoop Kesira had begun to develop from long hours
poring over tomes to learn the philosophy of Gelya. Muscles now
rippled under only slightly scarred skin and dark eyes danced with
intelligence and a humor forever hidden by the lack of tongue.
Kesira thought he would have been a wondrous storyteller from the
way he gestured and moved; without a tongue, he was a mere
curiosity.

In the dirt he scratched out a small message
indicating he had caught fish for their supper.

"Good," Kesira said, smiling. She reached
out and lightly touched his hand. He jerked it away. "Please,"
Kesira said, "don't be this way. You know Zolkan and I are friends.
We would not have aided you were this not so."

He shook his head, a shock of raven hair
falling forward. A quick toss of his head got the hair from his
eyes.

"Friends?" asked Kesira, holding both palms
out and turned toward the sky. The youth reached out and hesitantly
placed his own hands atop hers. "Good. And thank you for the
trust."

He pulled away his hands and immediately
traced out characters in the dirt. Kesira moved beside him to
better read what had been written. He looked up, fear etched on the
handsome face as he hurriedly erased what had been there, only to
construct new letters more carefully. At first the word made no
sense, then Kesira smiled. For almost a month she had not known his
name.

"You are Molimo?" she asked. He nodded
vigorously. Giving of his name obviously accounted for a great deal
of trust on his part. She knew this was not what he had first
written, but this mattered little to her. Molimo might be a brigand
with an Emperor's reward on his head. While she had a duty to the
Emperor, she saw nothing wrong in aiding Molimo as long as she did
not know for certain. Kesira had heard of cultures where names were
used as weapons against their bearer, but such was not her creed.
If Molimo worried about this, she had to respect his beliefs.

He wrote again. She gently rested a hand on
his shoulder and said, "Yes, I am Kesira and this is my winged
friend Zolkan."

She thought the trilla bird would
speak up, but Zolkan stayed uncharacteristically quiet.

Kesira asked Molimo, "You were near my
nunnery. Did you see what happened?" His reaction startled her. If
he had been frightened, she would have understood. Or angry. That
made sense to her. Anyone so badly injured by the demon's attack
had to feel rage. But the response she sensed deep within Molimo
was one of darkness, of impenetrable otherness. It was as if she
peered into a deep well and caught only subliminal hints concerning
what lay within.

He wrote simply, "I saw nothing."

"Did you lose your tongue at some earlier
time? The wound seemed fresh."

"Then," Molimo wrote. Kesira trained her
every sense on the youth. Molimo's reaction again struck a
discordant note within her. Somehow, the demon Lenc had ripped out
Molimo's tongue, had brutalized him and left him more dead than
alive, and Molimo did not respond. His face remained composed, and
Kesira saw no sign of nervousness about him. The only time she had,
in fact, had been when he had first written his name in the dirt
and erased it before she had the opportunity to read it.

"Are you a brigand? Is there a price on your
head?"

Molimo emphatically denied this.

Kesira considered Molimo and all she knew of
him—what little she knew of him. Meditation techniques sharpened
her senses and allowed tiny hints to enter her brain that otherwise
would have been missed. And always came the feeling of
otherness.

"Did you belong to an Order? Were you a
worshiper of any particular deity?"

A broad smile crossed Molimo's face. Kesira
imagined the laughter rushing forth, deep and resonant from the
depths of his thick chest—if he'd had a tongue to form the laugh.
Molimo shook his head.

"Tell me of yourself. There is so much I
want to know of you."

"Why?" Molimo wrote.

"Friends," cut in Zolkan. "We all alone like
you."

Molimo considered this for a while, then
slowly began writing in the dirt. Kesira read the tale one line at
a time, erasing what she'd finished to provide Molimo with more
room for further details.

"How awful!" she cried. "A geas by one of
the demons?" She saw him bob his head quickly. "Lenc? The one who
destroyed the convent?" Molimo's head almost came unhinged as he
emphatically agreed to this.

"He victim, like us," said Zolkan. "Befriend
him. Need him."

"I agree," said Kesira, her heart going out
to the youth. "What is the nature of the geas? Do you know or is it
something you have only sensed?" This accounted for the bleakness
she'd found within Molimo, but did little to explain his acceptance
of his situation.

Hand shaking for the first time, Molimo
traced out the single word, "Kill!"

Kesira's eyes widened as she looked at what
had been a handsome young man. The strong hand wavered amid a
viscous flowing of flesh and reformed as a thin, hairy paw. The
rest of the body altered even faster, transforming Molimo into a
huge, slavering wolf. Kesira rocked back, staring into red-rimmed
eyes and trying to keep her composure in the face of long, chipped,
yellowed teeth.

Molimo rocked back on powerful haunches for
the leap that would carry him to Kesira's vulnerable throat.

 



Chapter Three


Kesira Minette looked into the fangs of
death. Molimo's entire body had altered into that of a wolf intent
on ripping out her throat. Just as the beast leaped, Kesira dropped
down and rolled to one side. Hot breath and wetness gusted
alongside her head as the wolf twisted in mid-leap trying to bury
teeth into her flesh.

"Stop!" cried out Zolkan. The trilla
bird flapped aloft and hovered a few feet off the ground. Kesira
kept rolling and came to her feet, staff in hand, startled at the
bird's courage on her behalf. It fluttered to and fro, keeping
itself between her and the wolf—Molimo.

"I can handle this, Zolkan," she said in a
soft voice. She stilled her harsh breathing and settled into
fighting readiness. The Order of Gelya did not permit the use of
steel weapons, but that did not mean she was unarmed. If anything,
she was better defended than if she possessed the finest steel
sword. With only stone-wood staff, Kesira could never feel
overconfident against an enemy this strong and ferocious.

In knowing she might die at any slight
misstep lay Kesira's greatest strength. Her mind moved slower and
slower as she prepared for conflict. She did not anticipate the
wolf's movements, she responded to them. She did not seek out
weaknesses, she created them. Molimo launched himself full-length
through the air, once more intent on tearing her throat to bloody
ribbons.

The staff rose and crashed squarely on the
side of the wolf's head. The sickening crunch of stone-wood against
skull and the vibration along the length of the staff shook Kesira.
She threw off such feeling and became—nothing.

Responding smoothly, moving well and using
her staff to full advantage kept the wolf at bay—and more. Tiny
bruises appeared and the gray fur became mottled with streaks of
red. Kesira forced herself not to think of this animal as the youth
she had nursed back to health. Molimo had become submerged through
the geas laid upon him by Lenc and was not responsible for this
attack.

"Stop!" again shrieked Zolkan. Oddly, the
bird's plea stayed the wolf. Tongue lolling out one side of its
mouth, the wolf hunkered down and lay with its head on outstretched
paws, as docile as any trained dog. But the big, red-rimmed eyes
peering up at her convinced Kesira that the wolf was not tamed, but
only waiting.

Zolkan flapped forward and landed inches in
front of the wolf's mouth. The beast revealed deadly fangs, but the
trilla bird paid them no heed.

"Careful, Zolkan," said Kesira. "The change
is complete. You aren't talking to Molimo any longer. This is a
wild animal."

The trilla bird waddled forward,
green-feathered tail dragging in the dirt behind. He shoved his
beak close to the wolf's ear and began squawking in a manner
unfamiliar to Kesira. In the time she'd known Zolkan, she thought
she'd heard every possible sound the bird could utter. This
monologue combined the normal squawks with a singsong lilt that
hypnotized her. She felt herself gliding along in the patterns
revealed by the nonwords, finding realms as yet unexplored in her
mind.

Kesira snapped out of the trance as her
training rose to the surface and provided a brief barricade for
Zolkan's sounds. She blinked and sat back, staff in hand, and
watched in wonder as Zolkan continued to soothe and beguile the
wolf.

As quickly as the change had come upon
Molimo, so did he return to human form. Kesira watched as features
flowed and turned human. A panting, flushed Molimo lay on his
belly, chin on forearms. Tears leaked from the corners of his eyes
and dripped wetly to the ground where thirsty dust sucked them
up.

"Molimo," cried Kesira, moving to kneel by
him. "Are you all right? Did I hurt you?"

Tears of shame ran down Molimo's cheeks in
steady rivers now. He hid his face.

"Don't be afraid—or embarrassed. This was
not your doing. You are under a demon's spell"

He looked up, nodding as if his head was
fastened to a spring. He quickly scribbled in the dirt, "Thank you
for knowing. I cannot help myself."

"We are your friends. We understand," said
Kesira, hand moving over his sweat-lank black hair. As she'd calm a
wild animal, so Kesira calmed Molimo. He finally pulled away,
rolled over and sat up, arms clutching his knees.

"You did well," spoke up Zolkan. "Good man.
You good woman."

"Your bravery is appreciated, also, Zolkan.
I had not expected you to come to my aid in such a way."

The trilla bird flapped to her
shoulder and perched, one white-ringed eye close to hers. "Much
happens in land. Must unite forces. Keep alert. Be brave."

Kesira helped Molimo down to the stream
where she gently washed him clean of the new layer of dirt and
blood she had helped put on him. The wounds inflicted by her staff
were minimal, but certain bruises on his shoulders and hips and
neck would begin to stiffen in a few hours. Kesira made a salve
from the tubers sacred to Gelya and applied it to Molimo's black
and blue spots. The youth shuddered slightly and curled up, a small
smile on his lips. He slept.

Kesira quietly left him and went to a
secluded spot with Zolkan.

She turned and looked at the bird and said,
"What do you know of Molimo?"

"No tongue. Wolf changer, No more."

"You're lying to me. For the first time,
Zolkan, I know you are lying."

"No lie!" protested the trilla
bird.

Kesira did not argue with the bird. Zolkan's
outlook on the world was broader than hers, more sophisticated due
to greater experience, but she knew he lied to her. The feel of
deception rang in her head as the bird spoke. She simply put this
aside for further meditation.

"We are faced with new problems," she
said.

"Molimo cannot control self."

"That is only one of them. I have meditated
and do solemnly believe that Gelya has perished because of Lenc's
attack. All that I have lived for is gone. His teachings remain as
legacy, but the fountainhead is departed."

"True."

Kesira worried over the exact nature of
Zolkan's knowledge. What did the bird know and conceal from
her?

"I feel that, though Gelya is no more, the
teachings are necessary and ought to be carried on. I propose we go
to the City of Sin where the Order maintains a small chapel.
Ranking members of the Order can advise me how to proceed."

"Join them in City of Sin?" squawked
Zolkan.

"Yes," she said with an odd mixture of dread
and anticipation. Never before had Kesira thought of traveling so
far from the convent. Now, after the omens and the demon-strike and
finding Molimo, she discovered that her haven had been a prison.
She wanted to explore the world and find all she had missed because
she had been held within the Order's renn-stone walls. Gone were
security and enforced tranquillity; replacing them came a headier
composition of excitement and change and renewed confidence in
herself and her training. "This is what Sister Fenelia meant,"
mused Kesira. "She said one day I would know peace instead of only
being shown it."

"You believe this peaceful?" asked Zolkan,
strong wings flapping in dismay.

"I believe I can cope with it. While within
the Order I fantasized of being outside, but it was only a dream, a
self-induced illusion. Now that I know I cannot return—ever-—I find
my training adequate that I carry with me my own tranquillity. I do
not need it forced upon me by others. It is mine!"

The trilla bird sputtered and took to
wing. Kesira watched him leave, turning into a green dot against
the cloudless sky and then vanishing altogether. His departure did
not trouble her. She was complete within herself. Sister Fenelia
and Dominie Tredlo and the others had forged well.

Kesira Minette returned to the side of the
stream where Molimo slept, preparing their provisions for the trek
to Chounabel, the City of Sin.
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"Will you fly for a while?" Kesira asked
irritably. "You're heavy enough and riding on my shoulder all these
miles weighs me down." She glanced sideways at Zolkan, asleep with
his head tucked under one wing. The woman knew the bird only
feigned sleep; the normal tensing and relaxing of his talons when
he slept hadn't occurred for miles. He had been awake and only
wanted a free ride.

"Tired," the bird mumbled from under his
wing.

"We've been on the road for over a week. Do
you not think Molimo and I are tired, also? We've been eating
nothing more than insects and half-ripe berries and we're still not
clear of the mountains yet."

Even as Kesira complained, she felt a twinge
of sorrow at leaving behind the Yearn Mountains. They were the
place of her birth, her nunnery, all that had ever happened in her
life. All too soon "home" would be behind her. Chounabel lay many
more days' travel out on the Plains of Roggen, and Kesira longed
for adequate food now, before tackling that foot-wearying distance.
She also longed for some hope of being able to return to the Yearns
after she had contacted the Order in the city. The food would be
the easier to find.

"Let Molimo hunt."

"No!" she cried, adamantly opposed to Molimo
shape changing simply to hunt meat for her. Kesira loathed the
sight of the transformed youth and believed that the more times
Molimo changed, the harder it would be for him to return to human
form.

"All eat."

"You get aloft and find us something, then,"
ordered Kesira. "Stop complaining and bring us some small
game."

Pinions cracking, Zolkan spread his wings,
shook so hard that a few green feathers floated to the ground, then
launched himself. Kesira winced as the talons dug into her
shoulder, but the relief of losing the trilla bird's bulk
more than compensated for the tiny pain. She turned to see Molimo
close behind, eyes on the soaring bird.

"A noble sight, isn't he, Molimo?"

The youth bobbed his head, then stopped,
looked left and right and spun animallike to peer behind.

"Molimo, no!" she called. "Don't change
form. Resist!"

He made gurgling noises and pointed behind
them, but retained his human shape.

"What is it?" Kesira dropped the blanket in
which she'd wrapped what pitiful provisions
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